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DO STUDENTS UNDERSTAND WHAT RESEARCHERS MEAN BY BULLYING? 
Kristin E. Bieber, Ph.D. 
University of Nebraska, 2013 
Advisor: Beth Doll 
The definition of bullying most often used by researchers incorporates three key 
elements: repetition, intent to harm, and a power imbalance (Olweus, 2010). Past studies have 
found that students may not understand how this definition of bullying is different from general 
peer aggression, and that they may report their involvement in instances of aggression that occur 
only once, or happen among individuals of equal power, when they are asked about their 
involvement in bullying (Monks & Smith, 2006).  
This dissertation examined: a) grade differences in students’ abilities to accurately apply 
the definition of bullying when determining if a behavior is or is not bullying; (b) differences in 
students’ accurate identification of bullying as a result of grade, gender, and type of bullying; 
and (c) the relationship between students’ accurate identification of bullying and their self-
reported status as a victim of bullying. Participants included 112 second through eighth grade 
students in a small, mid-western city. Data collected included students’ self-reported 
involvement in bullying and their accurate identification of bullying in cartoon scenarios. 
Cartoon scenarios depicted children engaged in aggressive behaviors that varied the presence of 
repetition, power imbalance, and intent to harm. Within-subjects, repeated measures analysis of 
variance and t-tests were used to examine relations between grade, gender, and type of bullying 
and students’ accurate identification of bullying. Pearson correlations were conducted to examine 
the relationship between accurate identification of bullying and frequency of victimization. 
Results showed that older students were significantly more accurate than younger students in 
  
identifying bullying when both repetition and power imbalance were present. There were no 
significant differences in students’ accurate identification of cartoon scenarios that did not depict 
both repetition and power imbalance as not bullying as a result of student grade, gender, and type 
of bullying. Results also showed a significant, negative correlation between students’ accurate 
identification of bullying and reported frequency of victimization. Future research and 
implications for practice are discussed.
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Chapter 1: Importance 
Bullying is a serious and important problem that effects students in the U. S. Students 
involved in bullying experience more externalizing and internalizing disorders than students not 
involved in bullying (Blake, Lund, Zhou, Kwok, & Benz, 2012; Swearer, Collins, Haye Radliff, 
& Wang, 2011). Furthermore, involvement in bullying has also been linked with academic 
under-achievement and social difficulties (Beran, Hughes, & Lupart, 2008; Glew, Fan, Katon, 
Rivara, & Kernic, 2005). Students involved in bullying are more likely to have trouble making 
and keeping friends (DeRosier, 2004), and students who bully others are more likely to 
experience conflict and violence in their homes (Holt, Kaufman Kantor, & Finkelhor, 2009; 
Pepler, Jiang, Craig, & Connolly, 2008). 
As acts of bullying among U.S. students have intensified in lethality and visibility, school 
administrators and state legislators have become involved in the prevention and prosecution of 
bullying (Smith, Smith, Osborn, & Samara, 2008). School officials and lawmakers have 
collaborated with bullying researchers to launch state and federal anti-bullying initiatives. The 
goals of these programs are to: (1) Improve understanding of the environmental and 
psychological variables associated with bullying and (2) Develop interventions to reduce 
bullying. In order to mobilize behaviors in schools and communities that promote these aims, 
these initiatives encourage schools to adopt action-oriented anti-bullying policies.  
In 2010, The U.S. Federal Partners in Bullying Prevention Summit was launched to 
investigate the role of legislation in anti-bullying programs and policies (Stuart-Cassel, Bell, & 
Springer, 2011). The summit recommended key components that states should include in 
legislation to define bullying (e.g., intent to harm through physical, verbal, or other means; direct 
or indirect aggression). Among Stuart-Cassel et al. (2011)’s findings was that most states used 
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the terms bullying, harassment, and intimidation interchangeably. A lack of consensus regarding 
the definition of bullying invites confusion and disagreement about the legal obligations schools 
and communities have to prevent bullying and support students involved in bullying (Stuart-
Cassel et al., 2011). Lawmakers and school administrators need a consistent definition of 
bullying in order to develop effective legislation to guide anti-bullying policies.  
Inconsistent use of the term bullying and a lack of clarity about what it means has also 
contributed to variation among bullying prevalence data (Felix, Sharkey, Greif Green, Furlong, 
& Tanigawa, 2011). The Centers for Disease Control reported that approximately 30% of U.S. 
adolescents are involved in bullying as students who bully, are bullied, or both (Hamburger, 
Basile, & Vivolo, 2011). A report conducted by the Institute for Education Sciences found that 
approximately 62% of students ages 12 through 18 reported being bullied during the 2006-2007 
school year (DeVoe & Bauer, 2010). A widely cited prevalence study conducted by Nansel et al. 
(2001) found that 13% of sixth through tenth graders reported bullying others, 11% reported 
being bullied, and 6% reported bullying others and being bullied. Glew et al. (2005) found that 
6% of students in third, fourth, and fifth grade reported bullying others, 14% reported being 
bullied, and 2% reported bullying others and being a bully. The National Center for Educational 
Statistics (2011) suggested that 15% to 23% of students in elementary school and 20% to 28% of 
students in middle and high school reported being bullied over a 6- to 12-month period. Finally, 
a meta-analysis of bullying prevalence investigations conducted in U.S. schools found that 
17.9% of students reported bullying others, 21% reported being bullied, and 7.7% reported both 
(Cook, Williams, Guerra, & Kim, 2010).  
Variation among bullying data is concerning considering that accurate information about the 
occurrence of bullying in U.S. schools is essential to track its prevalence and measure the 
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effectiveness of interventions (Felix & Furlong, 2008). Anonymous, self-report surveys that 
provide students with a definition of bullying are most often used to collect this information 
(Cook et al., 2010). The surveys used by schools, government programs, and researchers to 
conduct prevalence investigations often use different definitions of bullying and use different 
time frames to ask about students’ involvement in bullying (Cornell & Cole, In submission). 
These disparate survey methodologies may explain some of the variation among prevalence rates 
(Sharkey, Furlong, & Yetter, 2006). Given these challenges, surveys that assess the effectiveness 
of interventions often reveal little to no reduction in the rates of bullying (Felix et al., 2011; 
Merrell, Isava, Gueldner, Ross, & 2008). Some investigations have even found increases in post-
intervention rates of bullying due to increased student awareness of bullying (Salmivalli, 
Kaukiainen, & Voeten, 2005). This lack of reliable evidence about the prevalence of bullying 
makes it impossible to compare findings across investigations and difficult to track bullying over 
time.  
The efforts of schools and government organizations to reduce bullying depend upon 
consistent definitions of bullying and reliable and valid tools to measure it (Cornell & Mehta, 
2010).The dominant definition of bullying, which will be investigated in this dissertation is, an 
intentional aggressive act, committed repeatedly by an individual or group who is more powerful 
than the victim (Olweus, 2010). Recent studies with innovative methods have combined self-
report, peer nomination tasks, teacher ratings, and interviews, and have manipulated students’ 
exposure to this definition of bullying to investigate the prevalence of bullying and the validity 
of popular assessment methods. Results have raised concerns about the degree to which students 
accurately understand the definition of bullying, apply the definition to survey items about their 
involvement in bullying, and report their involvement in bullying. Specifically, young 
4 
 
elementary school students may over-report their involvement in bullying because they do not 
understand how bullying is different from general peer aggression. When reporting their 
involvement in bullying, they may include instances of peer aggression that happen only once or 
occur among individuals of equal power. In addition, there is evidence suggesting that males 
report more involvement in physical bullying while females report more involvement in 
relational bullying. However, few studies have examined whether gender differences in students’ 
reports of bullying are associated with differences in students’ understanding of the definition of 
bullying. Therefore, there is a need to investigate students’ understanding of the definition of 
bullying in order to develop reliable and valid measures of their involvement in bullying.  
Purpose of Study 
The goal of this dissertation is to examine differences in students’ understanding of 
bullying as researchers have defined it: an intentional, aggressive act that occurs repeatedly 
among individuals of unequal power. This dissertation will examine (a) grade differences in 
students’ abilities to accurately apply the definition when determining if a behavior is or is not 
bullying; (b) how differences in students’ accurate identification of the Classic Bully Definition 
vary as a result of student grade, gender, and type of bullying; and (c) the relationship between 
students’ accurate identification of the Classic Bully Definition and their self-reported status as a 
victim of bullying. Specifically, this study was designed to answer the following questions: 
Research question 1. What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when 
 describing instances of aggression that are repeated? 
a. Do 6th, 7th, and 8th graders differ from 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders in using the term 
bullying only when describing instances of aggression that are repeated? 
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Research question 2. What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when 
describing instances of aggression that are perpetrated by a more powerful child against a 
less powerful child? 
a. Do 6th, 7th, and 8th graders differ from 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders in using the term 
bullying only when describing instances of aggression that are perpetrated by a 
more powerful child against a less powerful child? 
Research question 3. What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when 
describing instances of relational aggression that are both repeated and perpetrated by a 
more powerful child against a less powerful child? 
a. Do 6th, 7th, and 8th graders differ from 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders in using the term 
‘bullying’ only when describing instances of relational aggression that are both 
repeated and perpetrated by a more powerful child against a less powerful child? 
b. Do females differ from males in using the term ‘bullying’ only when describing 
instances of relational aggression that are both repeated and perpetrated by a more 
powerful child against a less powerful child? 
Research question 4. Is there a relation between the accuracy with which students 
 identify cartoon tasks as bullying or not bullying and the frequency with which they 
 report being a victim of bullying? 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 The purpose of this study is to (1) examine differences between students’ abilities to 
accurately apply the definition of bullying, and (2) investigate the degree to which students’ 
understanding of the definition varies as a result of grade, gender, and reported experiences being 
bullied. The first part of this chapter reviews the literature on the constructs of general peer 
aggression and bullying. Then, survey research methods for assessing bullying will be reviewed. 
The third section will discuss variation in students’ reported experiences of being bullied 
depending on their age, gender, and whether or not they were provided with a definition of 
bullying. Finally, age and gender differences in students’ conceptual understanding of the 
definition of bullying will be reviewed. 
 A Definition of Bullying 
Webster’s Third New International Dictionary defines a bully as, “A blustering fellow 
more insolent than courageous: one given to hectoring, browbeating, and threatening: one 
habitually threatening, harsh, or cruel to others weaker or smaller than himself” (Babcock Gove, 
2002, p. 295). This notion of bullying originates from the Scandinavian term, “mobbing” 
(Olweus, 2010, p. 9). Mobbing translates to violence that is carried out by a group against a 
weaker victim (Smith et al., 2002). In his early work, Olweus expanded this definition to include 
attacks carried out by one student against another, encompassing a wider array of social 
interactions among children (Olweus, 2010). Olweus’ use of the term gave rise to the dominant 
definition of bullying used by most current researchers.  
Bullying is a social process in which students’ individual characteristics; the relationship 
between the student who bullies and the victim; the presence of peers, teachers, or other adults; 
and the broader social ecology determine the nature of the bullying interaction (Atlas & Pepler, 
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1998; Swearer & Doll, 2001). Given that bullying is a fluid, socio-ecological process, it may not 
be accurate to dichotomize students as either bullies or victims (Crawford, 2002; Elinoff, 
Chafouleas, & Sassu, 2004). To capture the social nature of bullying, Swearer, Siebecker, 
Johnsen-Frerichs, and Wang (2010) defined involvement in bullying along a continuum in which 
students may bully others, be victims of bullying, be bully-victims (students who both bully 
others and are bullied themselves), be bystanders or observe bullying, or be un-involved. This 
conceptualization recognizes that students’ roles in bullying are not fixed or mutually exclusive, 
but are likely to change with changes in their social environment (Doll, Song, Champion, & 
Jones, 2011; Swearer et al., 2010). 
Given that bullying is a complex constellation of students’ thoughts, actions, and social 
behaviors (Leff, Power, & Goldstein, 2004) it is not surprising that there are inconsistencies 
among the definitions of bullying used by researchers (Bradshaw & Waasdorp, 2009). Pepler, 
Smith, and Rigby (2004) go so far as to say that there is no agreed-upon definition of bullying.  
However, two predominant definitions of bullying have been identified in the literature: Olweus’ 
definition (first presented on page 4) referred to in this dissertation as the Classic Bully 
Definition and a behaviorally-based definition, referred to as the Behavioral Description of 
Bullying. 
The Classic Bully Definition. Bullying is most often defined as occurring when one or 
more students of greater power repeatedly and intentionally harm a weaker student (Solberg & 
Olweus, 2003). This widely-endorsed definition has been popularized by Olweus and his 
colleagues and incorporates three key elements to differentiate bullying from other forms of 
aggressive behavior: a power imbalance between the student who bullies and the victim, 
repetition, and the intent of the student who bullies to harm (Espelage & Swearer, 2003; Olweus, 
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2010). In isolation, these elements are not enough to constitute bullying. Rather all three are 
necessary for an act of aggression to be defined as bullying (Grief & Furlong, 2006). The source 
of the power imbalance may be size or strength, membership in a popular or high status peer 
group, or superior skill (e.g., athleticism, intelligence, etc.; Vaillancourt, McDougall, Hymel, & 
Sunderani, 2010). Due to this power imbalance, the victim of bullying is less able to stop the 
bullying or defend him or herself, and is likely to experience repeated instances of bullying 
(Espelage & Swearer, 2003). Weaker students who experience repeated bullying have been 
shown to have poorer psychosocial outcomes on a number of measures than students who do not 
experience repeated bullying (Solberg & Olweus, 2003). The inclusion of intent to harm 
distinguishes accidental acts that harm from aggression that is meant to hurt another student 
physically, mentally, or socially. The intent to harm is present in both definitions of aggression 
and bullying. This dissertation did not anticipate and will not examine differences in students’ 
understanding that aggression and bullying include the intent to harm. This dissertation will 
examine students’ understanding that both repetition and power imbalance must be present for an 
act to be bullying. 
Behavioral Description of Bullying. In contrast to the Classic Bully Definition, other 
researchers advocate for the use of the Behavioral Description of Bullying (Arora, 1996; Furlong 
et al., 2010). Use of the Behavioral Description of Bullying involves asking students to report 
how often they engage in specific aggressive behaviors. For example, the Bully Victimization 
Scale (BVS; Reynolds, 2003) does not provide a definition of bullying but asks students how 
often they “teased or called other kids names,” “made other kids do things for me,” or “beat up 
someone” (items 13, 17, 28). Proponents of the Behavioral Description of Bullying argue that the 
criteria of power imbalance between the bully and the victim, the repeated occurrence, and the 
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intent to harm are subjective, difficult to observe, and too abstract for some students to 
comprehend when asked about their involvement in bullying. Hamby and Finkelhor (2000) also 
suggest that students may be more likely to report their involvement in specific behaviors, rather 
than their participation in bullying because of the social stigma associated with the term. Others 
also advocate for the exclusion of any mention of the word bullying when measuring students’ 
involvement in the behavior and instead use the terms “aggression,” “peer victimization,” or 
“peer harassment” in place of bullying (Griffin & Gross, 2004). Those who promote the use of 
the Behavioral Description of Bullying believe that they minimize bias and inaccuracy when 
reporting involvement in bullying, yielding more accurate prevalence data than surveys using the 
Classic Bully Definition. 
However, the Behavioral Description of Bullying has never been a description of 
bullying, but of aggressive acts that are often, but not always bullying. Because it excludes the 
presence of key elements of bullying, the Behavioral Description of Bullying may be unable to 
distinguish between bullying and general aggression (Grief & Furlong, 2006). For example, 
Cornell and Bandyopadhyay (2010) explain that a student who pushes a peer in response to an 
accidental slight might not be a bully. However, the student may be a bully if the peer is smaller, 
and the student repeatedly and intentionally harms the peer, physically, verbally, or relationally. 
Absent knowledge of repetition or a power imbalance, these two examples may appear the same 
to an observer. Thus, a definition of bullying should include the elements of repetition and power 
imbalance to differentiate bullying from general peer aggression (Bovaird, 2010; Vaillancourt et 
al., 2010). Therefore, this dissertation will use the Classic Bully Definition to define the 
construct of bullying because it includes repetition and power imbalance, which distinguish it 
from other forms of peer aggression. Several studies included in this literature review state that 
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they measure bullying, but did not define it using the Classic Bully Definition. Results of these 
studies will be described as referring to aggression, rather than bullying. 
Aggression. Bullying is a special kind of aggression. Before reviewing research on 
bullying in more detail, specific constructs related to aggression need to be explained. Hawley, 
Stump, and Ratliff (2011) explain that all bullying is aggressive but not all aggressive behavior is 
bullying. Aggression has been defined as negative acts that are intended to hurt another person 
physically, mentally, or socially (Berkowitz, 1993; Crick & Dodge, 1996). The functions of 
aggressive behavior can be classified as reactive or proactive (Little, Jones, Henrich, & Hawley, 
2003). Reactive aggression occurs in response to aggressive overtures by others, whether 
perceived or substantiated, usually in an effort to protect oneself or others (Dodge & Coie, 1987). 
Those who display reactive aggression often due so impulsively, with intense emotion, and with 
force that is considered excessive or disproportionate to the offense that they experienced (Crick 
& Dodge, 1996).  
Proactive aggression happens when an individual intentionally harms another, without 
provocation, usually in an attempt to gain status, possess items, or control resources (Crick & 
Dodge, 1996). It is committed absent a strong emotional response and is likely reinforced when 
the individual gains status or access to desired resources as a result of the attack (Dodge & Coie, 
1987). Instrumental aggression is a form of proactive aggression performed solely to acquire 
objects or resources and is less often aimed at personally harming a victim (Coie, Dodge, Terry, 
& Wright, 1991; Little et al., 2003). Interpersonal aggression is another form of proactive 
aggression committed to harm others psychologically or emotionally (Tierney Williams, 
Jewsbury Conger, & Blozis, 2007).  
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Some forms of proactive and reactive aggression are socially acceptable means of 
accomplishing specific social goals while bullying is rarely acceptable (Vaillancourt et al., 
2010).  Coie et al. (1991) locate bullying and instrumental aggression, within the category of 
proactive aggression. Bullying most often occurs without being provoked and thus is not, by 
definition, reactive aggression (Dodge & Coie, 1987). However, there are lingering questions 
about the accuracy of classifying all bullying as a purely proactive form of aggression. A small 
sub-group of victims, known as provocative victims, may provoke students who bully them by 
causing them harm or embarrassment (and also bully students younger and weaker than they are) 
(Griffin & Gross, 2004; Solberg, Olweus, & Endresen, 2007). Despite these unanswered 
questions, much bullying is committed without being provoked and thus it is most often 
categorized as a form of proactive aggression.  
Empirical evidence supports the validity of proactive and reactive aggression as separate 
constructs (Vitaro & Brendgen, 2005). Factor analyses of teacher and parent reports designed to 
measure the frequency with which students displayed both types of aggression yielded stronger 
fit indices for a two factor model than for a one factor model of aggression that collapsed across 
these two categories (Poulin & Boivin, 2000). Other studies have also shown that distinct 
psychological and behavioral profiles predict students’ involvement in proactive or reactive 
aggression (Pellegrini & Van Ryzin, 2011).  
Dodge and Coie (1987) examined differences in the rates of peer-rejection as a result of 
engaging in mostly proactive or mostly reactive aggression. Participants included 339 African-
American males in first and third grade. Peer-rejection was measured using peer nominations, 
and teacher ratings were used to classify students as exhibiting mostly proactive or mostly 
reactive aggression. Proactively aggressive boys were more likely to be perceived by their peers 
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as having a good sense of humor and being a good leader. Reactively aggressive boys were more 
likely to be perceived by peers as more aggressive and annoying, and had more difficulty 
regulating their emotional responses to accidental, aggressive acts (Dodge & Coie, 1987). In a 
second study, Crick and Dodge (1996) also found that proactively aggressive students were less 
likely than reactively aggressive students to attribute hostile intentions to ambiguous aggressive 
acts. However, it may be difficult and impractical to reliably label students as mostly proactive 
or mostly reactively aggressive. Observations often reveal more variation within students than 
between students, with one study finding 53% of students engaging in both proactive and 
reactive aggression and smaller proportions engaging in only reactive aggression (32%) and only 
proactive aggression (15%; Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, Bates, & Pettit, 1997).  
As an alternative to classifying aggression according to whether its function is proactive 
or reactive, Griffin and Gross (2004) make broader distinctions between aggression that is direct 
and aggression that is indirect. These two kinds of aggression differ in whether or not the victim 
is directly attacked by the aggressor (Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008). Direct aggression 
includes most forms of proactive and reactive aggression, including physical, verbal, and some 
forms of relational aggression such as giving dirty looks, or threatening to withhold friendship 
(Hartup, 2005). Indirect aggression often occurs when the aggressor attempts to hurt the victim 
without confronting him or her in a face-to-face manner (Vaillancourt, 2005). Examples of 
indirect aggression include spreading rumors to destroy one’s social reputation or excluding an 
individual from a group. Card et al.’s analysis of direct and indirect aggression found that these 
forms of aggression shared approximately 57% of overlapping variance. Thus, direct and indirect 
aggression may comprise a general construct of aggression, but are nevertheless distinct forms of 
aggression.  
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Little et al. (2003) provide a conceptual rationale and empirical evidence for organizing 
the literature based on the function (proactive vs. reactive) and form (direct vs. indirect; physical, 
verbal, relational) of aggression described above. According to their framework, aggression 
ought first to be distinguished based upon its direct or indirect form. Direct aggression is likely 
to consist of physical or verbal behavior while indirect aggression is almost exclusively 
relational aggression. Aggression may then be classified according to whether its function is 
proactive or reactive. Within Little et al.’s framework, four dimensions of aggression are 
proposed: Direct/proactive, direct/reactive, indirect/proactive, and indirect/reactive
1
. Aggression 
that is direct and proactive, or indirect and proactive may meet criteria for bullying if the 
elements of repetition and power imbalance are also present (see Figure 1). 
 To examine the empirical support for this four-dimensional model, Little et al. (2003) 
administered a measure of aggression to 1,723 10-through 16-year-old students. Respondents 
described their use of “pure” direct aggression, direct/proactive aggression, and direct/reactive 
aggression (p. 126). This measure was counterbalanced with a parallel measure to assess indirect 
aggression. Goodness-of-fit indices provided significantly more support for the four-factor 
model than a two-factor model (direct and indirect aggression only); 2 (9, N = 1,723) = 73.8, 
p < .01. Furthermore, the four factors explained an average of 58% of the variance. Despite 
significant mean differences in the levels of aggression displayed by participants, the four-factor 
model fit the data across the sample even when it was split by age, gender, and ethnicity.  
Different forms of bullying. Aggressive behavior, including bullying, may further be 
differentiated according to the topography of the behavior. Three broad categories of bullying 
                                                        
1
 Little et al. referred to instrumental and relational aggression in their study, but they defined 
these terms in ways that are not consistent with the terms used in this dissertation. Thus,  
discussion of the Little et al. study will use the terms proactive and indirect aggression to be 
consistent with the terms as they are defined in this dissertation. 
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have been described in the literature: physical, verbal, and relational. Because bullying is a social 
phenomenon, and students’ social interactions differ with age and gender, these are important 
variables by which to examine the different forms of bullying (Underwood & Rosen, 2010). This 
section describes empirical evidence for age and gender trends in these three categories of 
bullying behavior. 
Physical bullying. Physical bullying occurs when one student or a group of students of 
greater power, directly aggresses against another student by punching, hitting, kicking, pushing, 
or using other forms of physical force to repeatedly inflict harm (Dukes, Stein, & Zane, 2010). 
Physical bullying appears to be particularly prevalent in middle school when social groups 
change and differences in physical size among males may be great (Pellegrini & Long, 2002; 
Pellegrini & Van Ryzin, 2011). During the transition from elementary to middle school, 
students’ familiar peer-groups and social hierarchies are challenged as they form new 
relationships (Smith, Madsen & Moody, 1999). One possible explanation for the rise in physical 
bullying during middle school is that when social hierarchies are unclear, students engage in 
bullying in an attempt to establish dominant peer groups. Once dominance has been established, 
physical bullying may decrease (Pellegrini & Van Ryzin, 2011). An increase in physical bullying 
between fifth and sixth grade is consistent with functional theories of bullying as a means for 
establishing dominance among peers (Pellegrini & Bartini, 2001). Gender differences in physical 
bullying tend to show that males engage in more physical bullying than females. In one 
examination of the prevalence of bullying among 15,686 sixth through tenth grade students in 
the U.S., 17.8% of males compared with 11.1% of females reported they “hit, slapped, or 
pushed” others “several times a week” (Nansel et al., 2001, p. 2097).  
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 Verbal bullying. Verbal bullying is defined as name calling, teasing, and discriminatory 
remarks (Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, & Peltonen, 1988). Verbal bullying may be the most common 
form of bullying, engaged in at roughly equal rates by male and female students (Boulton, 
Trueman, & Flemington, 2002). Verbal bullying tends to increase as students enter middle 
school, likely because middle school students possess the advanced vocabulary required for 
insults, and the social perspective taking skills necessary to understand the types of verbal 
attacks that peers may find most offensive (Björkqvist, Lagerspetz, & Kaukiainen 1992).  
Relational bullying. Relational bullying is characterized by rumor spreading, 
withholding friendship to threaten or coerce, excluding peers, and other deliberate attempts to 
destroy another’s relationships (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Swearer, 2008). The terms indirect, 
relational, and social bullying are often used interchangeably and there is no broadly accepted 
operational definition for this type of bullying (Card et al., 2008). Archer and Coyne (2005) use 
the term indirect bullying and argue that it encompasses both relational and social bullying, as 
both terms refer to covert forms of aggressing against another. Alternatively, Underwood and 
Rosen (2010) recommend the term social aggression because they contend it includes direct and 
indirect forms of aggression, with an emphasis on damaging the victim’s social status. This 
dissertation will use the term relational bullying, as there is some social aspect to all bullying, 
thus relational bullying is more specific than the term social bullying (Archer & Coyne, 2005). 
Further, relational bullying can be direct (e.g., excluding someone from a group) or indirect (e.g., 
rumor spreading) and emphasizes damage to students’ relationships as the target of the 
aggression (Swearer, 2008). This form of bullying also has a direct relationship with age due to 
the advanced verbal and social perspective taking required to perpetrate relational attacks and 
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understand what form of attack may be most harmful to a peer (Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, & 
Lagerspetz, 1997).  
When it is committed indirectly, relational bullying is difficult to measure through 
observation, because the identity of the bully can remain unknown and the bully can deny his or 
her intention to hurt their victim (Cairns & Cairns, 2000). The bully’s ability to conceal his or 
her identity, and social norms that make it more acceptable for females to engage in relational 
than direct physical aggression, may explain why some studies have found that females engage 
in more relational bullying than males (Archer & Coyne, 2005; Björkqvist et al., 1992). Crick 
and Grotpeter (1995) have suggested that males and females engage in different forms of 
aggression in order to thwart the goals most valued by same-gender opponents. Thus, males who 
value physical strength and athletic prowess may demonstrate their superior strength and skill by 
physically bullying one another. Alternatively, females, who value close social bonds, may exert 
dominance by damaging the relationships of others. Crick and Grotpeter’s explanation of gender 
differences in relational bullying has been used ubiquitously to explain gender differences in 
reports of bullying, with an EBSCO search producing 961 articles or chapters that have cited this 
source. However, recent reviews suggest gender differences may vary according to whether 
bullying is measured by self-report or peer nominations and that gender differences in relational 
bullying should be generalized carefully (Olweus, 2010; Vaillancourt et al., 2010). Gender 
differences in reports of bullying will be discussed in more detail (pages 45-52) in this literature 
review.  
A conceptual framework of aggression and bullying. The conceptual framework used 
to distinguish bullying as a unique form of aggression is based upon the theoretical and empirical 
evidence reviewed below and presented in Figure 1. Consistent with the recommendation of 
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Espelage and Swearer (2003), early and important conceptual and empirical work on aggression 
in children’s social interactions by Crick, Dodge, and colleagues (1987; 1996; 1997) and Coie et 
al. (1991), form the basis of the framework. More recent empirical evidence by Hunter, Boyle 
and Warden (2007); Little et al. (2003); and Pepler et al. (2008) is also integrated within this 
framework.  
Aggression, bullying, repetition, and power imbalance. Aggression and bullying are 
both committed with the intent to do harm. However, bullying is distinguished from general peer 
aggression by the elements of repetition and power imbalance. Vaillancourt et al. (2010) explain 
that it is primarily because bullies are in a position of power over their victims that they are able 
to perpetrate repeated instances of physical, verbal, or relational aggression. This abuse of power 
makes bullying more harmful than other forms of proactive or reactive aggression (Olweus, 
2010).  
Empirical evidence supports the importance of the power imbalance in distinguishing 
between aggression and bullying. Hunter et al. (2007) examined the self-reports of 1,429 8-
through 13-year-old Scottish students and sought to differentiate between peer-victimization and 
bullying. If students reported being the victim of an aggressive attack, they were asked if the 
student who committed the aggression was stronger, bigger, in a larger group, or more popular 
than themselves. Similar follow-up questions were included to examine the frequency of the 
bullying and included response options of “Less than once a week,” “About once a week,” 
“Several times this week,” “Everyday,” and “Several times everyday” (p. 801). Third, the 
researchers assessed the duration of bullying by asking participants if incidents occurred, “This 
week,” “A few weeks ago,” “More than a month ago,” “More than 6 months ago” (p. 801). To 
measure intentionality, students were asked if they thought other students tried to upset them on 
18 
 
purpose. Results showed that 30.7% of students reported experiencing some form of 
victimization. Of those students, 38.7% (or 12% of participating students) were categorized as 
victims of bullying based on their responses to the follow-up questions about power imbalance, 
frequency, duration, and intentionality. Students who were bullied perceived significantly greater 
threat; F1,434 = 17.10, p < .001, partial-
2 
= .038, and less control; F1,422 = 9.34, p = .022, partial-
2 = .022, compared to students who experienced peer aggression that was not classified as 
bullying. Furthermore, students who were bullied experienced more symptoms of depression 
than students who reported experiencing peer victimization; F1,421 = 5.99, p = .015, partial-
2 
=.014. 
 There is a paucity of empirical evidence examining distinctions between bullying and 
general aggression based on the element of repetition. This gap in the literature is likely due to 
the lack of an efficient and accurate means of assessing repetition. Repetition is typically 
assessed on survey measures when students respond to questions asking how often during a 
given period of time they have been bullied or have bullied other students. Grief and Furlong 
(2006) described three problems associated with this method. First, most measures differ in the 
time period that students are asked to reference. For example, some ask about the current school 
term while some ask about the past month and still others may not even provide students with a 
time frame (Solberg & Olweus, 2003). Second, response options vary, making it difficult to 
compare results across studies. Third, this measure of repetition does not ask whether a student is 
being bullied repeatedly by the same student or several different students. It is unclear whether 
bullying committed repeatedly by the same student has the same effects as bullying that is 
committed by different students (Grief & Furlong, 2006). The development of more precise 
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strategies for measuring repetition is needed to further support the validity of bullying as a 
separate form of aggression.  
Despite the dearth of research on the role of repetition in bullying, factor analytic studies 
support this distinction between aggression and bullying. Pepler et al. (2008) conducted a factor 
analysis of bullying and aggression using the responses of 481 ten-and fourteen-year-old 
students. Five items adapted from the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979) were used to assess 
physical aggression: how often students “slapped, kicked, or bit,” “choked, punched, or beat,” 
“pushed, grabbed, or shoved,” “threw an object,” and “hit or tried to hit” (p. 329). Internal 
consistency measured with Cronbach’s  was .80. Relational aggression was measured with 
three items from the Relational Aggression Scale (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995) and included, 
“spread rumours or lies about him/her”; “when mad, kept him/her out of the group”; “ignored 
him/her when mad” (p. 329). Internal consistency measured with Cronbach’s  was .71. To 
measure bullying, students read the Classic Bully Definition and then responded to two items 
that asked about the frequency and severity with which they bullied others within the last 5 days 
and the last 2 months. Internal consistency measured with Cronbach’s  was .84. Results showed 
that responses loaded onto three distinct factors of physical aggression, relational aggression, and 
bullying.  
 Summary. This section reviewed the literature on the definition of bullying and 
empirical evidence to support bullying as a unique form of aggression. The elements of 
repetition and power imbalance have been identified as key constructs that differentiate bullying 
from general peer aggression and both are included in the definition of bullying most often used 
by researchers. However, the Classic Bully Definition is not used consistently when measuring 
the construct of bullying. Therefore, the degree to which different tools that purport to measure 
20 
 
bullying actually yield data about the construct of bullying rather than aggression is unknown. 
The next section will review two methods used to measure bullying and examine whether both 
repetition and power imbalance were present when they measured bullying, or whether they 
actually measured peer aggression.  
Measures of Bullying 
 This section will review two frequently used methods for measuring the occurrence of 
bullying: peer nominations and self-report surveys. The advantages and disadvantages of using 
peer nominations and self-report surveys will be discussed. Commonly used peer nominations 
and self-report survey measures will also be described. Research supporting the use of peer 
nominations and surveys for gathering prevalence data about the occurrence of bullying will be 
examined. 
How bullying is typically measured. Measures of bullying gather data about its 
prevalence and monitor changes in bullying as a result of interventions (Grief & Furlong, 2006). 
Most bullying data are gathered through students’ reports rather than observations, because 
bullying often occurs during times and places when observers are not present (Card & Hodges, 
2008). To accurately complete bullying reports, students must understand bullying as researchers 
have defined it, accurately recall information about their own and their peers’ involvement in 
bullying, and report that information honestly when asked (Cross & Newman-Gonchar, 2004). 
These requirements make it difficult to obtain reliable and valid information about bullying 
(Cornell & Brockenbrough, 2004). Two popular techniques for measuring bullying that address 
these challenges to varying degrees are peer nominations and self-report surveys (Cerezo & Ato, 
2005). Decisions about whether to use one method or the other are typically based on whether or 
not students are likely to witness or report bullying that they have observed or have been 
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involved in, their cognitive understanding of what they are being asked, the degree to which 
students can respond accurately about what they are being asked, and the psychometric 
properties of the measure (Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2002).  
While direct observations of student behaviors are widely recognized as a reliable and 
valid source of information for many purposes (Skinner, Dittmer, & Howell, 2000), they will not 
be discussed here as a potential method for measuring the occurrence of bullying. There are 
several reasons for this. First, teachers and adults are unlikely to be present when bullying 
happens (Cornell, Sheras, & Cole, 2006; Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000). In their empirical 
comparison of teacher and peer nominations, Leff, Kupersmidt, Patterson, and Power (1999) 
demonstrated that teachers positively identified only half of the children who peers identified as 
students who bully. These results emphasize the discrepant reports of students and teachers. 
Second, students may react to the presence of teachers, school psychologists, or other staff and 
refrain from engaging in bullying behaviors likely to get them in trouble when these adults are 
present (Griffin & Gross, 2004). Third, two studies that have successfully used observations to 
measure bullying have used video cameras and microphones in the classroom and on the 
playground to record students’ physical and verbal behaviors (i.e., Atlas & Pepler, 1998; Pepler 
& Craig, 1995). While these innovative methods are important for gleaning valuable information 
about the topography of bullying and social-ecological variables that maintain it, they are 
impractical for use in most schools (Card & Hodges, 2008). School staff have limited time to 
review video and audio or conduct the number of direct observations across different settings 
that are necessary to collect reliable and valid data about bullying (Espelage & Swearer, 2003; 
Pellegrini, 2002). Furthermore, while the use of audio and video recording may alleviate some 
practical constraints associated with direct observations (e.g., teachers and school psychologists 
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could code observations when it is most convenient to them), many schools could not afford to 
purchase the technology that would make these observations possible. Finally, most university 
institutional review boards and public schools require informed consent from every student’s 
parents in a given school to use these methods (Espelage & Swearer, 2003). Such a requirement 
would be extremely difficult to fulfill, as the majority of parents would not return consent letters, 
allowing only a small portion of students to be observed (Griffin & Gross, 2004).  
In addition to the practical limitations associated with the use of direct observations, this 
assessment method is unlikely to provide a valid measure of the key constructs that differentiate 
bullying from general peer aggression. Observers may not be able to determine whether a power 
imbalance exists between a student who bullies and the victim, particularly in cases where the 
power imbalance is one of status. Furthermore, it is common for students to engage in playful 
forms of physical and verbal aggression, described as rough and tumble play, or jostling, often 
done in jest or to show affection, absent an intent to harm (Humphreys & Smith, 1987; Pellegrini 
& Bartini, 2001). Without knowledge of the involved students’ perceptions and intentions it may 
be difficult to differentiate between bullying, rough and tumble play, and innocuous teasing 
(Card & Hodges, 2008; Doll, Song, & Siemers, 2004). Because most bullying is covert, it may 
also be difficult to determine whether a particular occurrence of bullying is an isolated incident, 
or part of a chronic pattern of bullying behavior. Finally, it may be extremely difficult to detect 
relational bullying with direct observations. Therefore, this section will discuss peer nominations 
and students’ self-reports as two methods for obtaining information about bullying in U.S. 
schools. 
Peer nominations. Peer nominations are often used to measure bullying before and after 
the implementation of an intervention or to examine the relationships between bullying and other 
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student variables (Cornell et al., 2006). They have been used extensively in the peer acceptance 
and aggression literature because they yield particularly useful information about students’ social 
groups (e.g., Coie et al., 1982; Coie & Dodge, 1988; Parker & Asher, 1993; Perry, Kusel, & 
Perry, 1988). Peer nomination procedures may take one of three approaches: (a) roster-and-
rating, (b) limited list nominations, and (c) unlimited list nominations (Doll, Murphy, & Song, 
2003). In the roster-and-rating procedure, students are given a class roster and asked to 
numerically rate how often or how much each student bullies, is bullied, is liked, is disliked, etc. 
(Leff, Freedman, Macenoy, & Power, 2011; Singleton & Asher, 1977). Limited list nominations 
provide students with a class roster and ask them to list a specific number of students (e.g., three) 
who bully or are victimized (Leff et al., 1999). Unlimited list nominations prompt students to list 
all of their peers who bully others or are victimized (Perry et al., 1988). Each of these approaches 
may be further modified by asking students to describe the frequency with which peers engage in 
specific behaviors (Cornell et al., 2006). Finally, some peer nomination procedures limit students 
to nominating same-gender peers (Olweus, 2010). 
 Peer nominations yield comparative data about the number of nominations a student 
receives as someone who bullies or is a victim relative to the number of nominations other 
students in the class receive (Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000). Within each classroom, peer 
nominations are scored by totaling the average ratings or the number of nominations each student 
receives for a given item (Grotpeter & Crick, 1996). Standardized scores are derived for each 
item and then summed to yield a total score (Grotpeter & Crick, 1996). The number of 
nominations a student receives as a bully or a victim is used as an index of the student’s bully or 
victim status (Cornell et al., 2006). Scores are interpreted by comparing a student’s score to the 
class average, with scores of one standard deviation above or below the mean for a given 
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subscale indicative of a nomination as a student who bullies or is a victim (Grotpeter & Crick, 
1996; Leff et al., 1999).  
Limited list nomination procedures are most frequently used to assess bullying. Cerezo 
and Ato (2005) developed a measure of bullying that examines the structure of students’ social 
groups, students’ relative position in the social hierarchy, students’ involvement in bullying, and 
the degree to which they are accepted or rejected by peers. The Bull-S Questionnaire contains 10 
peer nomination items that ask students to list three peers from their class roster for each item. 
Examples of questions include, “Which of your classmates would you choose to be with?” 
“Which ones would you not choose to be with?” “Which ones start fights over nothing?” 
“Which ones are cruel or fight with others?” (Cerezo & Ato, 2005, p. 366). To compare peer and 
teacher nominations of students who bully, Leff et al. (1999) asked students to nominate three 
peers who “bully others by ‘hitting, pushing, or teasing’” (p. 508). To assess victimization, 
students completed a modified version of the Peer Nomination Inventory (PNI; Perry et al., 
1988), in which they nominated three students who “get picked on or called names by other 
kids” (p. 509). Juvonen, Graham, and Schuster (2003) also examined agreement among peer and 
teacher reports of students who bully using peer nominations to assess involvement in bullying, 
and self and teacher reports to examine students’ socio-emotional adjustment. To measure 
bullying, students were asked to nominate four students from their class roster who, “start[s] 
fights and push[es] other kids around,” “put[s] down and make[s] fun of others,” and “spread[s] 
nasty rumors about others” (p. 1232). To measure victimization, parallel items asked about 
students who are “pushed around,” “made fun of,” and “about whom nasty rumors are spread” 
(p. 1232). 
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Still, none of the measures described above provided students with a definition of 
bullying and no attempts were made to assess repetition or power imbalance. Thus, while these 
procedures clearly measured aggression, it is not certain that they measured bullying. While peer 
nominations can yield useful information about the percentage of students in a classroom 
involved in bullying if the key elements of bullying are assessed, they have not traditionally 
measured repetition and power imbalance as part of their aggression assessment procedures. The 
lack of attention paid to these key constructs suggests that peer nominations most likely reflect 
students’ perceptions of their peers’ involvement in aggression. 
Nevertheless, there are three main advantages to using peer nominations. First, 
measurement error is reduced because scores are derived from multiple raters (Cornell et al., 
2006). While some students may inaccurately report their peers’ involvement in bullying, the 
combined nominations of students in an entire class may negate these inaccurate responses 
(Juvonen et al., 2003). Second, teachers and school counselors may value peer nominations over 
anonymous self-report surveys because they provide the names of individuals identified as 
victims or students who bully (Leff et al., 2011). This information can be used to develop 
interventions for specific students.  
Third, there is substantial evidence for the strong psychometric properties of peer 
nominations (Leff et al., 2011). Ladd and Kochenderfer-Ladd (2002) reviewed the reliability 
estimates and validity evidence for peer nominations used in several investigations (e.g., Boivin 
& Hymel, 1997; Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Österman et al., 1994; Perry, et al., 1988; Schwartz, 
Dodge, Pettit & Bates, 1997). Most of the studies included in their review used an adapted 
version of the Peer Nomination Inventory (PNI; Perry et al., 1998). The PNI is an unlimited list 
nomination task in which students are given a list of their same-gender classmates and asked to 
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mark an X next to each classmate to whom one of 26 behavioral descriptors apply. The PNI 
measures verbal and physical forms of victimization and aggression with seven items each, and 
12 filler items. A similar measure, the Social Experiences Questionnaire – Peer Report (SEQ-P), 
was used by Crick and Bigbee. The SEQ-P is a limited list task in which students nominate three 
peers using 17 items. Items are organized into three subscales: Victims of Relational Aggression, 
Victims of Overt Aggression, and Recipients of Caring Acts. Österman et al. used the Direct and 
Indirect Aggression Scales (DIAS). The DIAS is much like the PNI but is administered to 
students as an interview while they look at pictures of every student in the class. The DIAS 
subscales measure Physical Aggression, Verbal Aggression, and Indirect Aggression. Within the 
review, Ladd and Kochenderfer-Ladd reported that: 
 Perry et al. reported internal consistency measured by coefficient  was .96 for 
the PNI. 
 Boivin and Hymel reported a coefficient of .93 for the PNI and significant 
correlations between peer reports of victimization and students’ self-reports of 
depression (r = .27) and loneliness (r = .34). 
 Cronbach’s  for Crick and Bigbee’s SEQ-P ranged from .77 for the Recipients 
of Caring Acts subscale, to .86 for the Victims of Relational Aggression subscale, 
to .93 for the Victims of Overt Aggression subscale.  
 Using the DIAS, Österman et al. reported coefficient ’s ranged from .80 to .92 
on Physical, Verbal, and Indirect Aggressor and Victim subscales for females and 
from .82 to .94 on parallel scales for males. 
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 Schwartz et al. reported a coefficient  of .82 for victimization items and .89 for 
aggressor items using their own limited-list measure with a sample of nine-year 
old males. 
However, the majority of studies cited in Ladd and Kochenderfer-Ladd’s (2002) review 
assessed aggression, not bullying. Still, the data they present provide striking support for the 
psychometric properties of peer nominations. (See Table 1 for a list of recent publications that 
have used peer-nominations to measure aggression and bullying. Estimates of internal 
consistency reliability measured by coefficient  and validity evidence are included if they were 
reported by the study’s authors.) 
Peer nominations also have weaknesses. Peer nominations are best suited for measuring 
overt forms of bullying that can be directly observed by the majority of students in a given 
classroom (Bovaird, 2010). For this reason, peer nominations may not be appropriate measures 
of relational aggression as this form of aggression is often difficult to detect through observation. 
Furthermore, because scores are interpreted relative to classroom averages, they are influenced 
by the number of students in a classroom who have seen a peer involved in bullying (Card & 
Hodges, 2008). For example, a low classroom average may suggest that only a few students in a 
classroom have witnessed bullying, regardless of its severity or chronicity. Alternatively, a low 
classroom average may also suggest that bullying is rare, and it is difficult to determine which 
interpretation is accurate. Peer nominations may also be subject to ceiling-effects because the use 
of class rosters prevents the nomination of students from other classrooms who bully (Bovaird, 
2010). Peer nominations require students to perform complex and abstract mental operations, and 
may be inappropriate for use with early elementary students (Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2002). 
When completing peer nominations, students must mentally review all of the peers in their class 
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while determining whether or not they are an appropriate student to nominate for a given 
question, a task that requires substantial working memory abilities (Bovaird, 2010). Institutional 
review boards, school administrators, and other professionals may also be skeptical of their use, 
fearing they will encourage teasing or exclusion (Cornell et al., 2006; Espelage & Swearer, 
2003), although empirical evidence suggests this is not the case (Mayeux, Underwood, & Risser, 
2007).  
Peer nominations are a valuable tool with which to gather information about the 
individual students involved in bullying in a given classroom. This information can be used to 
develop interventions that reduce bullying. Evidence of their strong psychometric properties 
further supports their use. However, they tend to neglect the important constructs such as 
repetition and power imbalance that are essential for differentiating between aggressive 
behaviors and bullying. In addition, students are rarely provided with a definition of bullying 
prior to completing peer nomination tasks. These omissions are not a problem so long as users do 
not claim to measure bullying with peer nominations, though they sometimes do.    
Self-report surveys. Self-report surveys of bullying are most often used to gather 
prevalence data and assess intervention effectiveness (Furlong, et al., 2010). Most self-report 
surveys present students with a definition of bullying and ask if they have ever bullied others or 
been bullied (Leff et al., 2004). Most also include items that ask about students’ general 
involvement in bullying as well as specific attitudes towards bullying (Salmivalli et al., 2005). 
Students are then asked two general questions about their involvement in bullying: How often 
have they bullied others? How often have they been bullied? These questions are referred to as 
the Olweus bully prevalence questions in this dissertation because they were first used by 
Olweus (1989) in his classic study. Response options often range from Never, to Once over the 
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last two months, to Two or three times during the past month, to Once or twice a week in 
multiple surveys (Solberg & Olweus, 2003). These two questions are included in several self-
report surveys and there is adequate evidence for their reliability and validity. Solberg and 
Olweus recommend using the cut-off of two to three times per month to identify individuals who 
occasionally bully or are victimized, while students who report involvement in bullying Once or 
twice a week are described as students who frequently bully or are victimized. Remaining items 
typically ask about students’ experiences, perceptions, and attitudes regarding bullying (Swearer, 
2008). Responses to all items produce index scores used to identify students who endorse a high 
number of bullying or victimization items (Espelage & Swearer, 2003). The Olweus 
Bully/Victim Questionnaire (Solberg & Olweus, 2003), Bully Victimization Scale (BVS; 
Reynolds, 2003), and the Bully Survey (Swearer, 2001) are popular instruments that use this 
approach (Grief & Furlong, 2006). Self-report surveys such as these capture students’ first-hand 
reports about the frequency of and severity with which they are involved in bullying (Card & 
Hodges, 2008). Three common self-reports examined in this dissertation include: (1) bully 
definition surveys, often modeled after Olweus’ work (e.g., Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire, 
Bully Survey); (2) behaviorally-based self-report surveys that do not provide a definition but 
measure aggressive behaviors (e.g., BVS); and (3) questionnaires that use the two Olweus bully 
prevalence questions. 
The available research suggests there is adequate support for the reliability and validity of 
self-report surveys (Card & Hodges, 2008; Cornell & Brandyopadhyay, 2010). Estimates of 
internal consistency provide support for the surveys’ reliability, though limited data exist to 
support estimates of test-retest reliability (Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2002). Validity evidence 
has been demonstrated through (a) factor analyses of survey subscales, (b) correlations among 
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survey scores, (c) correlations with criterion measures of bullying (e.g., school discipline 
statistics, rule-breaking behavior), and (d) correlations among survey scores and psychosocial 
characteristics (Furlong et al., 2010). (For a list of bully definition surveys and any available 
information about their psychometric properties, see Table 2.) 
Self-reports may be especially valuable as logistical constraints often prevent peers, 
teachers, and other adults from observing physical, verbal, or relational bullying that occurs in 
bathrooms, hallways, the lunchroom, or playground (Griffin & Gross, 2004; Swearer & Cary, 
2003). Unlike peer nominations, self-reports can be used to gather information about 
internalizing and externalizing symptoms that co-occur with involvement in bullying (Swearer, 
Song, Cary, Eagle, & Mickelson, 2001). Students whose symptoms are especially severe may be 
involved in particularly protracted and harmful forms of bullying (Grief & Furlong, 2006). 
Furthermore, self-report measures offer a practical means for assessing both the actual 
occurrence of bullying and students’ attitudes about bullying (Merrell et al., 2008; Pellegrini, 
2002). Finally, many self-report measures require no more than 20 to 30 minutes to score and 
interpret, making them an efficient method for gathering information compared with peer 
nominations, which require much time to score and interpret (Card & Hodges, 2008; Leff et al., 
2011).  
Despite the advantages of self-reports, researchers and school personnel must be aware of 
their shortcomings. Most surveys use idiosyncratic definitions of bullying (Smith et al., 2002). 
Some measures of bullying provide the Classic Bully Definition and include a qualifier such as, 
“but we don’t call it bullying when . . .” (e.g., Nansel et al., 2001; Solberg & Olweus, 2003, p. 
246). Others use the Classic Bully Definition but without the qualifier (e.g., Bradshaw, Sawyer, 
& O’Brennan, 2007). Other surveys use the Behavioral Description and do not provide students 
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with a definition, and instead use a list of behaviors such as, “using harmful words, names, and 
threats,” “ attacking you physically,” or “ excluding you from a social group” to describe what 
bullying is (e.g., Chapell et al., 2006, p. 636). Still other measures provide no information about 
how bullying is different from other forms of aggression before asking students to report their 
involvement in bullying. Little research, if any, has been conducted to compare how these 
differences in definitions contribute to students’ capacity to distinguish between bullying and 
other typical forms of peer aggression. Because the differences in definitions differentially 
influence student responding, comparisons cannot be made across studies (Smith & Ananiadou, 
2003). (For a list of behaviorally-based self-report surveys and any available information about 
their psychometric properties, see Table 3.) 
Self-report surveys also provide respondents with varying reference periods and response 
options to determine the prevalence with which students are involved in bullying. Some studies 
ask about the past “30 days” (Holt & Espelage, 2003, p. 87), others specify the “past two to three 
months,” (Solberg & Olweus, 2003, p. 244), while others ask more generally about this school 
year or the present school term. Response options for these questions are also quite variable 
(Swearer et al., 2010). Some provide only Yes/No response options, while others offer a range of 
frequencies such as Never happened, Always happened, Once or twice, and About once a week 
(Swearer et al., 2010). Solberg and Olweus advocate for the use of a single item to derive 
prevalence data for bullying and victimization and discourage the use of composite scores 
derived from several items in a subscale. They argue that cut-offs used with composite scores are 
arbitrary and provide information that may be irrelevant or difficult to interpret when 
differentiating those who are involved in bullying and those who are not.  
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Although Olweus (2010) claims that the majority of students respond truthfully, self-
reports are subject to students’ intentional or unintentional response biases (Ladd & 
Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2002). Self-report surveys assume that students are sensitive to being 
treated badly by their peers and have accurate memories of these experiences (Ladd & 
Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2002). Still, numerous studies across diverse fields of psychology have 
demonstrated that individuals’ recall of their own experiences is constructed, influenced by the 
reports of others, and not always accurate (Bovaird, 2010). In addition, students who bully and 
those who are bullied may under-report their experiences to conform to social norms (Griffin & 
Gross, 2004). Students who have bullied may not admit to deviant or inappropriate behavior to 
avoid getting into trouble (Craig & Pepler, 1998). Victims of bullying may withhold information 
because they are embarrassed or afraid the bully will retaliate (Pellegrini, 2002). Collecting 
surveys anonymously may minimize error since students’ responses to anonymous surveys 
would not disclose their personal involvement in bullying (Pellegrini, 2002).  
Some students may respond in illogical or extreme ways, regardless of whether or not 
their self-reports are anonymous (Sharkey et al., 2006). They may select the most extreme 
response options available, regardless of the item content and over-report their involvement in 
bullying (Sharkey et al., 2006). To control for this, Furlong et al. (2004) screened surveys for 
questionable response patterns. Surveys were excluded if students’ answers were contradictory, 
if they endorsed an implausible number of high or low response options, or if they gave the same 
response for at least 12 consecutive items. Subsequent analyses revealed that the effect of 
excluding questionable surveys resulted in a reduction in the frequency of bullying that was 
greater than the reduction attributed to the intervention program they were examining (Furlong et 
al., 2004). Thus, self-report surveys may be unduly influenced by students’ inaccurate reporting, 
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and may yield inaccurate data about students’ involvement in bullying or interventions designed 
to reduce bullying. To increase the validity of survey results, researchers and school personnel 
should standardize administration procedures, ensure that students understand the question they 
are being asked, and check students’ surveys for questionable response patterns after they have 
been collected. Cross and Newman-Gonchar (2004) compared inconsistent response patterns 
across self-report measures of school violence given by trained teachers using standardized 
administration instructions and those given by teachers who did not use standardized 
instructions. Trained teachers were instructed to explain the purpose of the survey and provide 
standard directions. Invalid response patterns were found in 3% of surveys given by trained 
teachers and 28% of surveys given by teachers without training (Cross & Newman-Gonchar, 
2004). These results suggest that inaccurate reporting and response biases may be minimized 
when the purpose of the survey and directions for completing it are explained consistently.  
Relationship between peer and self-reports. Several studies have found low agreement 
between peer nominations and self-report surveys of bullying and aggression, with correlations 
ranging from .12 to .42 (Cornell & Mehta, 2010; Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham, 2001; Ladd & 
Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2000; Perry et al., 1998). Inconsistencies between the two are often 
attributed to the different perspectives provided by peers’ and students’ first-hand accounts of 
bullying (Bovaird, 2010). Self-reports have been shown to correlate highly with students’ own 
experiences of impairment (e.g., loneliness, depression), while peer nominations correlate more 
strongly with indicators of peers’ social maladjustment (e.g., rejection, low peer reports of liking; 
Juvonen et al., 2001; Swearer et al., 2001). The different perspectives measured by peer 
nominations and self-reports may also explain contradictory findings of gender differences in 
bullying (Espelage & Swearer). Peer nominations typically show that females are involved in 
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relational bullying as perpetrators and as victims as much or more than males (Crick & 
Grotpeter, 1995). Self-reports tend to show males engage in all forms of bullying, including 
relational bullying, more than females. A meta-analysis of 78 studies examining gender 
differences in aggression found that the majority reported females to be more relationally 
aggressive when aggression was measured with observations, peer ratings, and teacher-
nominations (Archer, 2004). However, when peer nominations and self-reports were used to 
measure aggression, no gender differences in relational aggression emerged. Furthermore, the 
magnitude of gender differences across all studies ranged from small to medium. Given the 
inconsistencies, it is impossible to determine whether results of the 78 studies are indicative of 
the true state of gender differences in students’ involvement in relational aggression, or simply 
show that different measurement tools provide different results.  
Nevertheless, these two methods (peer nominations and self-reports) may provide 
educators and psychologists with different but complimentary data about bullying (Bovaird, 
2010). Self-report surveys provide information about students’ perceptions of themselves and the 
prevalence of bullying in their school building. They are often collected anonymously and may 
be subject to response bias and inconsistent responding. Alternatively, peer nominations yield 
information about peers’ perceptions of other students and allow school personnel to identify 
students who ought to be participating in interventions to reduce bullying (Juvonen et al., 2001). 
Because most peer nomination procedures do not provide students with a definition of bullying, 
most results of studies using peer nominations provide data about students’ involvement in peer 
aggression, rather than bullying. Furthermore, the key constructs that distinguish bullying from 
aggression are likely difficult to measure through peer report. As has been discussed on page 26, 
the repetitive nature of the aggressive acts, and the power imbalance between the perpetrator and 
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the victim are not always overt, thus only the victim may be equipped to verify or deny their 
occurrence.  
A multi-method strategy in which peer nominations and self-report measures are used 
together is ideal (Phillips & Cornell, 2011). Phillips and Cornell investigated agreement among 
self-reports of bullying and peer nominations of bullying and used counselor interviews to verify 
peer nominations of bullying. Students were provided with a definition of bullying before 
completing a peer nomination task to measure bullying. Results showed that students who 
received five or more nominations as a victim of bullying were most likely to also be identified 
by their counselor as a victim. Thus, when peer nominations are used with the definition of 
bullying, and used in conjunction with self-reports, school personnel are likely to obtain accurate 
prevalence data and useful information about the students who are involved in bullying 
(Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000).  
However, a multi-method approach may not always be possible. Self-report measures are 
simple to administer and interpret (Crothers & Levinson, 2004). In addition, university 
institutional review boards and school districts often do not approve the use of peer nominations. 
Thus, despite strong psychometric evidence for peer nominations, self-report surveys are most 
frequently used by schools. Therefore, this dissertation will investigate the use of self-report 
surveys for measuring bullying.  
Sources of Variation in Self-Reports of Involvement in Bullying 
 The following section will review differences in students’ reports of bullying others or 
being bullied depending upon different self-report formats, student age, and student gender. A 
key decision in bully survey design is whether to provide students a definition of bullying prior 
to survey items, with the intent of reminding students that general peer aggression and bullying 
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are not the same thing. Some researchers have argued against providing students with a 
definition, some think it is required, and others suggest that the definition does not influence 
survey results. When examining age differences, some studies have found that reports of 
bullying rise in middle school while others have failed to find age differences in reports of 
bullying. Finally, gender differences in reports of physical and relational bullying may be the 
most well publicized, but controversial findings in the bullying literature (Espelage & Swearer, 
2003). Thus, reports of bullying may vary as a result of survey format, age, and gender. The 
following section will discuss variations in students’ reports of their involvement in bullying as a 
result of these variables. Effect-sizes are reported when made available by study authors. More 
information about the psychometric properties of self-reports surveys can be found in Tables 2 
and 3.    
Bully survey format. Researchers have debated the practice of including a definition of 
bullying on survey measures (Kert, Codding, Tryon, & Shiyko, 2010). Some researchers defend 
the definition as a way to increase students’ understanding of bullying, enhance the accuracy of 
responses, and increase the validity of survey results (Bosworth, Espelage, & Simon, 1999; 
Olweus, 2010). When students are not given a definition, their answers to questions about 
bullying may reflect involvement in general peer aggression (Grief & Furlong, 2006; Monks & 
Smith, 2006). Grief and Furlong explain that bully surveys ought to measure each of the key 
constructs of bullying (intentionality, repetition, and power imbalance) and avoid repeated use of 
the term bullying, because the term’s use may prime students’ emotions and prompt inaccurate 
responding. Swearer et al. (2010) argue that providing a definition to survey respondents 
increases the likelihood that they use researchers’ definition and not self-generated definitions 
when completing surveys. Olweus also argues for including a definition of bullying in order to 
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assess the constructs of intentionality, repetition, and power imbalance. He further cautions 
against describing the results of studies as relevant to bullying when study authors have not 
included a definition of bullying.  
Advocates for excluding the definition suggest that reading the definition before 
reporting their involvement in bullying may prompt students to give responses that are socially 
desirable, rather than honest (Bosworth et al., 1999). Other researchers suggest that even when 
students are provided a definition, they may not consistently apply that definition when 
answering questions about their own bullying experiences (Bradshaw & Waasdorp, 2009). To 
investigate this issue, recent empirical studies have examined how the definition of bullying 
influences students’ responses to survey items. These studies will be reviewed below.  
 Bully definition surveys. Solberg and Olweus (2003) investigated the validity of the self-
report approach that provides students with a definition of bullying, to estimate the prevalence of 
bullying. They hypothesized that two general prevalence questions would provide reliable and 
valid information about participants’ involvement in bullying. The two questions were, “How 
often have you taken part in bullying another student(s) at school in the past couple of months?” 
and “How often have you been bullied at school in the past couple of months?” (p. 243). 
Students who reported bullying or being bullied two to three times per month or more were 
classified as bullies or victims, respectively. Results revealed that 4.3% of the 5,171 Norwegian 
students surveyed reported being bullied two to three times per month. Approximately 4.0% of 
students reported bullying others two to three times per month. Furthermore, 3.0% of students 
reported being bullied once per week and 2.8% of students reported being bullied several times a 
week. The percentages of students who reported bullying others were slightly lower: 1.5% of 
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students reported bullying other students once per week and 1.0% of students reported bullying 
others several times a week. 
Solberg and Olweus (2003) also collected measures of interpersonal functioning and 
internalizing symptoms. Results revealed that students who reported being bullied two to three 
times per month experienced more social problems, had more negative self-esteem, and were 
more likely to be depressed than students who reported never being bullied. Students who 
reported being bullied one or more times per week also had significantly more negative 
outcomes on all measures of interpersonal functioning and internalizing symptoms than students 
who reported being bullied two to three times per month. These significant correlations with 
measures of psychosocial functioning suggested that the Olweus/Bully Victim Questionnaire 
(Solberg & Olweus, 2003) elicited accurate responses from the majority of participants by 
providing them with a definition of bullying.  
Behaviorally-based self-report surveys. Espelage, Holt, and Henkel (2003) gathered 
bullying data with a self-report survey that did not present students with a definition of bullying. 
They used the Illinois Bully Survey (Espelage & Holt, 2001) within a two-year longitudinal 
design to examine developmental changes in 384 sixth through eighth grade students’ 
involvement in aggression and bullying. Espelage et al. (2003) predicted that males would report 
bullying other students more frequently than females, males who bullied others would have more 
friends who bullied than females who bullied, the highest rates of bullying would occur during 
students’ transition from elementary to middle school, and students’ affiliation with peers who 
were physically aggressive would predict their involvement in physical aggression. 
The Illinois Bully Survey (Espelage & Holt, 2001) is a self-report survey that neither 
provides students with a definition of bullying nor uses the term in item stems. Students report 
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their involvement in aggression and victimization on the Bullying, Fighting, and Victimization 
scales. Examples of bullying items ask how often students “teased other students,” “excluded 
others,” and, “helped harass other students” within the past 30 days (Espelage et al., 2003, p. 
210). Examples of items on the Fighting scale assess the frequency with which students “got in a 
physical fight,” “threatened to hit or hurt another student,” and “fought students [they] could 
easily beat” (p. 210). The Victimization scale asks students how often, “Other students made fun 
of [them]”, “picked on [them]”, and “hit and pushed” them (p. 210). Limited list peer 
nominations were used to measure verbal bullying. Students nominated three students who often 
“tease others” (p. 210). (See Table 3 for information about the psychometric properties of the 
Illinois Bully Survey.) 
Given the similarities in item content for the Bullying and Fighting scales, it is plausible 
that both scales sampled different aspects of peer aggression rather than bullying. Interestingly, a 
confirmatory factor analysis conducted by Espelage and Holt (2001) demonstrated that items on 
the Bullying scale had the highest loadings on the construct they called bullying (.52 to .75), 
while items on the Fighting scale loaded highest on the construct they called fighting (.50 to .82). 
Still, only two items assess the power imbalance among victims and students who bully (e.g., “In 
a group, I teased other students” and “I helped harass other students”; p. 210) of the nine items 
included on the Bullying scale. Thus, this survey does not appear to distinguish between 
students’ involvement in bullying rather than peer aggression. This omission of the power 
imbalance is representative of the loose definition of bullying used by Espelage and Holt: “A 
subset of aggressive behavior that has potential to cause physical or psychological harm to the 
recipient” (2001, p. 127). While Espelage et al. used the term bullying to describe their findings, 
the constructs they measured correspond best to the constructs of physical and verbal aggression. 
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Therefore, in this dissertation the discussion of their results will use the terms physical and 
verbal aggression rather than bullying.  
Across both years of data collection, males were physically and verbally aggressive with 
peers significantly more often than females (Espelage et al., 2003). Espelage et al. reported that 
approximately 14.5% of students in Year 1 of the study were classified as students who were 
verbally and physically aggressive, because their Bullying scale scores were at least one standard 
deviation above the mean. However, this finding is somewhat redundant because one would 
expect approximately 15% of students to fall one standard deviation above the mean on any 
measure. Significantly more males than females were categorized as aggressive and males also 
engaged in significantly more verbal aggression than females; p < .001, 2 = .05. Results were 
less conclusive with regard to grade differences. Sixth grade males engaged in significantly less 
physical and verbal aggression than seventh and eighth grade males and eighth grade males 
engaged in less physical aggression than seventh grade males. However, these findings had small 
effect-sizes measured by partial-eta squared (2 between .01 and .04), suggesting these 
statistically significant differences may not translate to meaningful differences in students’ 
behavior. Finally, a series of multi-level analyses revealed that students who were physically and 
verbally aggressive affiliated with other students who were physically and verbally aggressive 
significantly more often than students who neither engaged in aggression nor were victims of 
aggression. However, because the Illinois Bully Survey measures aggression rather than 
bullying, Espelage et al. were not able to examine the relationship between physical aggression 
and bullying.   
Reports of bullying and the definition of bullying. Vaillancourt et al. (2008) used 
Olweus’ bully prevalence questions and a between-subjects design to examine differences in 
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students’ reports of bullying others when provided or not provided with the definition of 
bullying. Participants included 1,767 Canadian students ages 8-to 18-years-old. Students were 
randomly assigned to one of two groups. Students in Group 1 read the Classic Bully Definition 
and then reported their involvement in bullying using Olweus’ bully prevalence questions. In 
Group 2, students generated their own definitions of bullying by answering the question, “A 
bully is . . .” before responding to Olweus’ bully prevalence questions.  
A 2 (Gender) X 5 (Grade) X 2 (Condition) analysis of variance was conducted to 
examine differences in self-reports of being bullied during one week. There were significant 
main effects for Gender, F(1,1686) = 5.71, p = .017; Definition, F(4,1686) = 30.46, p < .0001;  
and Grade, F(1,1686) = 3.94, p = .047. There were no significant interactions. Males reported 
significantly more victimization than females. Students who were provided with a definition of 
bullying before responding to questions reported less victimization than students who wrote their 
own definitions. Results were similar for reports of bullying others. Males reported significantly 
more bullying than females. Students who were provided with a definition reported marginally 
(but not significantly) higher bullying than students who were not provided with a definition of 
bullying
2
. There was also a significant interaction among Gender and Definition such that, 
females’ responses to questions about bullying were not influenced by the definition, while 
males who read the definition reported bullying others more than those who wrote their own 
definitions.  
Vaillancourt et al. (2008) demonstrated that the definition of bullying influences students’ 
responses to questions about their involvement in bullying. However, the mechanism underlying  
                                                        
2 According to widely accepted cut-off points for statistical significance at p = .05, a p value of 
.055 is not statistically significant, making this finding inconclusive (Keppel & Wickens, 2004). 
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the difference is not clear. Reading the definition may prompt students to understand bullying 
using researchers’ definitions or the researchers’ definition may prompt students to underreport 
their involvement in a socially undesirable activity.  
Kert et al. (2010) investigated differences in the validity of students’ self-reports of 
bullying as a result of reading the definition. They compared the reports of 54 fifth grade 
students and 60 eighth grade students who were randomly assigned to one of three groups 
completing the Bully Victimization Scale (BVS; Reynolds, 2003). Students in Group 1 read the 
Classic Bully Definition before responding to BVS items. Also, Group 1’s BVS items were 
modified so that each item was prefaced with, “I bullied when. . .” (p. 198). Students in Group 2 
read the Classic Bully Definition, but the word bullied did not appear in BVS items. Group 3 was 
a control group who completed the BVS without the definition of bullying and without the word 
bullied in any items. Teacher nominations of students who bullied and were victims of bullying 
were also collected and compared to students’ reports. Kert et al. predicted that students in 
Group 3 would report the highest levels of bullying and being bullied. 
Kert et al. (2010) conducted a 3 (Group) X 2 (Gender) analysis of variance. There were 
no significant interactions among group and gender, showing that exposure to the definition did 
not differentially impact males and females’ reports of involvement in bullying. However, there 
was a significant difference among students’ reports of bullying across the three groups F(2,108) 
= 4.42, p = .02. Tukey post-hoc tests indicated that students in Group 3 reported the highest 
bullying on the BVS, p = .02: Cohen’s d = .56. This difference was significant between Group 3 
and Group 1 only. There were no differences between Groups 1 and 2’s reports of bullying. 
Independent samples t tests were used to examine grade and gender differences in bullying. 
There were no significant differences between fifth and eighth graders’ reports of bullying. 
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However, there was a significant difference between males and females’ reports of bullying, with 
males reporting more bullying than females, t(112) = -3.15, p = .00: Cohen’s d = .59. There was 
also a significant correlation between Group 3’s reports of bullying and their teachers’ report of 
their involvement in bullying, r(36) = .60, p < .01; but there were no correlations between 
students and their teachers’ reports of bullying for Groups 1 and 2. This finding suggests that 
students who were not exposed to the definition of bullying had reports that were correlated with 
their teachers’ reports of their involvement in bullying, which was not the case for students who 
were exposed to the definition. 
The Kert et al. (2010) study is one of the few studies that has directly examined 
differences among self-reports when manipulating students’ exposure to a bullying definition 
and the word ‘bullied.’ Based on their findings they suggest that students may report less 
involvement in bullying if provided with a definition of bullying and repeated exposure to the 
word within items. However, the BVS (Reynolds, 2003) items do not assess the power 
imbalance among students involved in bullying and so it is possible that students’ responses 
reflect their involvement in general peer aggression, rather than bullying. Furthermore, the high 
correlations among Group 3’s reports and teacher nominations are not unequivocal evidence of 
the accuracy of Group 3’s reports of bullying. Teachers are more likely to observe and students 
are more likely to report, overt forms of physical aggression, which is the predominant form of 
aggression assessed with the BVS. It is possible that the high correlations among Group 3’s 
reports and teacher nominations reflect their agreement about involvement in overt physical 
aggression, rather than bullying. Nonetheless, this study provides preliminary evidence that the 
inclusion of a definition and repeated use of the word ‘bullied’ in items influences the manner in 
which students report their involvement in bullying.  
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The studies described above suggest that providing students with a definition of bullying 
influences their reports of involvement in bullying and may be necessary for gathering valid data 
about bullying. The Vaillancourt et al. (2008) study found that students who read a definition 
may report more bullying and less victimization. The Kert et al. (2010) study also found that 
students who read a definition reported less bullying than those who did not read a definition. 
However, the specific mechanism underlying the relationship between students’ reports and the 
definition of bullying remains unclear. Students may report less involvement in bullying after 
reading the definition because they do not want to admit to their involvement in an undesirable 
activity, or the specific nature of the definition may cause them to discount instances of general 
peer aggression when reporting the frequency with which they were involved in bullying.  
Age and gender differences in reports of bullying. A number of empirical 
investigations have found age differences in students’ reports of bullying and being bullied. For 
example, in a seminal study, Rivers and Smith (1994) found that secondary students were 
significantly less likely to engage in physical, verbal, and relational bullying than primary school 
students. This difference was especially marked for physical bullying, with secondary students 
reporting being a victim of physical bullying 70% less often than primary school students. 
Nansel et al.’s (2001) prevalence investigation of bullying among sixth through tenth grade 
students also revealed significantly higher reports of bullying others among sixth through eighth 
grade students than ninth through tenth graders. As explanation, some researchers suggest that, 
as children’s cognitive and social skills develop, a decline in physical bullying may be 
accompanied by an increase in verbal and relational bullying (Kistner et al., 2010). 
Studies have repeatedly shown that males engage in and are more often the victims of 
physical bullying than are females (Bosworth et al., 1999; Dukes et al., 2010; Pepler, Craig, 
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Connolly, Yuile, McMaster, & Jiang, 2006; Solberg & Olweus, 2003). Still, many reports of 
gender differences in bullying have based their conclusions on early studies that examined 
gender differences in aggression. However, these early studies did not include female samples 
and tended to only assess physical forms of aggression and bullying (Espelage & Swearer, 2003). 
These investigations mistakenly generalized males’ high rates of involvement in physical 
aggression and bullying to represent greater involvement in all forms of aggression and bullying 
(Swearer, 2008). When researchers began including females as participants and measured verbal 
and relational aggression as well as physical aggression, many found that females more often 
engaged in relational aggression and bullying and that males more often engaged in physical 
aggression and bullying (Björkqvist et al., 1992; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). Coie et al. (1991) 
demonstrated this pattern of gender differences in aggression and victimization with a preschool 
sample. Among their sample of three-and five-year-olds, males were significantly more likely to 
experience physical victimization while females were more likely to experience relational 
victimization. Crick and Grotpeter (1995) examined direct and relational aggression using peer 
nominations with 491 third-through sixth-grade males and females and they found that males 
were nominated as engaging in significantly more direct aggression than relational aggression, 
while females were nominated as engaging in significantly more relational aggression than direct 
aggression. Explanations for these gender differences have included males’ greater physical 
strength and size (Björkqvist, 1994), the more intimate nature of females’ relationships that 
makes them more potent targets for relational aggression (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995), and 
socialization that encourages male participation in physical aggression and female participation 
in relational aggression (Crick, Bigbee, & Howes, 1996; Hanish, Hill, Gosney, Fabes, & Martin, 
2010; Kistner et al., 2010).  
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However, many studies have been unable to replicate Crick and Grotpeter’s (1995) 
pattern of gender differences (Card et al., 2008; Kistner et al., 2010). Indeed, some recent studies 
suggest that males are involved in relational bullying to the same degree or even more so than 
are females (Juliano, Werner, & Wright Cassidy, 2006; Prinstein, Boergers, & Vernberg, 2001). 
Despite these findings, the presumption persists that males engage in more physical bullying 
while females engage in more relational bullying (Card et al., 2008; Swearer, 2008). 
Boulton et al. (2002) investigated age and gender differences in students’ definitions of, 
attitudes toward, and involvement in what they called bullying. Participants included 170 
students ages 11 through 15, selected at random from a school in the United Kingdom. To 
measure bullying, students were asked how often they engaged in eight behaviors that assessed 
physical, verbal, and relational aggression. Responses to these eight items yielded the Bullying 
Others scale. Then, their perceptions about whether each of the behaviors constituted bullying 
were assessed with a three-point-Likert scale (1 = Agree, 2 = Neither agree nor disagree, 3 = 
Disagree). Students were then asked how often other students engaged in the eight aggressive 
behaviors, with a different three-point-Likert scale (1= Never, 2 = A bit, 3 = A lot). Bullying 
attitudes were measured using the first three-point scale, with low scores representing pro-
bullying attitudes. Examples of attitude items include, “I wouldn’t want to be friends with weak 
children,” “children should be allowed to bully others who deserve it,” and “children should be 
punished for teasing others” (p. 357). Participants were not given a definition of bullying because 
researchers did not want to influence their reports of the definition. The element of power 
imbalance was also not assessed 
Analyses showed that students reported engaging in verbal aggression more often than 
any other type of aggression (Boulton et al., 2002). An age-by-gender interaction was noted such 
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that 11-year-old females reported significantly more name-calling than males. There were no 
significant gender differences among the other three age groups for any of the three types of 
aggression. Items on the Bullying Others scale were combined to yield a total score, and a 2 
(Gender) X 4 (Age) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect for Age, F(3,162) = 11.57, p < 
.001. Post-hoc Tukey tests revealed that 13-year-old students reported bullying others 
significantly less than the any other age groups, while 12-year-old students reported bullying 
others the most. There were no age and gender interactions or main effects for gender among the 
total scores. Findings are consistent with past reports demonstrating a rise in verbal bullying 
among middle school students, and a decline in general bullying as students’ age decreases. 
However, absent a definition of bullying, students’ responses may reflect their involvement in 
aggression, rather than bullying. 
Scheithauer, Hayer, Petermann, and Jugert (2006) examined age and gender differences 
in physical, verbal, and relational bullying among 2,086 students in the fifth through tenth grades 
in Germany. Students read the Classic Bully Definition before completing a translated version of 
the Olweus Bully/Victimization Questionnaire. Following the guidelines discussed by Solberg 
and Olweus (2003), Scheithauer et al. used the cut-score of two to three times per month to 
classify participants as students who bully or were bullied.  
Across all grades, 12% of students in Scheithauer et al.’s (2006) sample reported bullying 
others and 11% reported being bullied. Significantly more males than females reported bullying 
others across all grades and forms of physical, verbal, and relational bullying, df = 1, 
p < .001. However, students who reported being victims were equally likely to be male or 
female. Scheithauer et al. also found that males were 3.5 times more likely than females to be 
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bullied physically, but males and females were equally likely to be bullied verbally or 
relationally. 
The relationship between age and reports of bullying others followed a bell-shaped trend 
that peaked among sixth through eighth grade students and declined among secondary school 
students. Specifically, for reports of physically bullying others, 5.1% and 5.6% of students in 
grades seven and eight reported physically bullying others, while just 0.7% of students in tenth 
grade reported physically bullying others, followed by 1.4% of students in fifth grade. These 
results are somewhat consistent with past studies suggesting that physical bullying is highest in 
middle school, especially among males (Pellegrini & Long, 2002; Pellegrini & Van Ryzin, 
2011). The highest percentage, 12.2% of ninth graders, reported verbally bullying others. 
Students in sixth grade (9.6%) reported relationally bullying others more than students in any 
other grade. 
Scheithauer et al. (2006) found a significant decline in reports of being bullied across the 
different forms of bullying as age increased, df = 5, p < .001. The highest percentage 
of students who reported being bullied physically, 5.1%, was among sixth graders, followed by 
fifth graders, 4.6%, and seventh graders, 4.3%. Eighth graders did not report any victimization, 
while 1.6% of ninth graders and 1.1% of tenth graders also reported being physically bullied. 
Students in fifth grade reported the most verbal victimization, 10.9%, while students in sixth 
grade reported the most relational victimization, 9% (Scheithauer et al., 2006).  
Pepler et al. (2006) conducted a cross-sectional study to examine age and gender 
differences in bullying among middle school and high school students. Pepler et al. reported 
results by grade instead of age because they believed grade to be a more appropriate indicator of 
adolescents’ social behavior and development. The middle school sample included 504 males 
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and 457 females in grades six through eight (ages 9-through 14-years-old). The high school 
sample included 456 males and 479 females in grades nine through 12, (ages 13-through 19-
years-old). Two items from the Safe School Questionnaire (Olweus, 1989) were used to assess 
bullying. Participants were asked how often they bullied others in the past two months (1 = Not 
at all; 4 = Several times a week) and how often they bullied others in the past 5 days (1 = Not at 
all; 5 = Five or more times). Estimates of internal consistency were Cronbach’s .84. A 
written definition of bullying was not provided, but before answering the bullying questions a 
class discussion was held to explain the Classic Bully Definition to students. Pepler et al. did not 
explicitly discuss the inclusion of verbal and relational forms of bullying in the definition, and 
they describe this as a study limitation. 
Multivariate analyses of variance revealed significant main effects for grade, F(18,  
4,614) = 7.01, p<.001; and gender, F(3,  1,631) = 45.71, p<.001, in reports of bullying. 
Consistent with past reports, males reported significantly higher levels of bullying than females. 
Not consistent with prior research, students in grades six through eight reported significantly less 
bullying than students in grades nine through twelve. Students’ reports of bullying were highest 
in grade nine, which may be consistent with high rates of bullying reported at major school 
transition periods (i.e., the beginning of high school; Pepler et al., 2006).  
Some research suggests age and gender may differentially influence physical and 
relational bullying (Kistner et al., 2010). Dukes et al. (2010) investigated this hypothesis by 
examining gender differences in physical and relational bullying among 2,662 middle and high 
school students in the U.S. To assess bullying and weapon carrying, students completed a 
“general” 112-item questionnaire (p. 8). Physical bullying and victimization were measured with 
three items each. Estimates of internal consistency measured by coefficient  ranged from .86 
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for the physical bullying items to .88 for the physical victimization items. Relational bullying 
and victimization items were adapted from Crick and Grotpeter (1995). Students were not 
provided with a definition of bullying before responding to survey items. Therefore, results will 
be described using the term aggression, not bullying. 
A path analysis was conducted to examine the relationship among age, gender, and 
involvement in physical and relational aggression. Dukes et al. (2010) found a differential 
relationship among age and rates of physical aggression for males and females. As female age 
increased, reports of physical aggression decreased while the opposite was true for males. Latent 
means comparisons revealed that females reported significantly less physical aggression than 
males across all age groups, z = -4.56, p < .001. Also, females were significantly more likely 
than males to be victims of relational aggression, z = 3.34, p < .001; however there were no 
significant gender differences among students who reported using relational aggression to harm 
others.  
Results of the above studies suggest that methodological inconsistencies and 
contradictory findings may best characterize research on age and gender differences in bullying 
(Swearer, 2008). There is some converging evidence found by Scheithauer et al. (2006) and 
Boulton et al. (2002) that all forms of bullying may peak among sixth through eighth grade 
students. However, Pepler et al. (2006) found an increase in unspecified forms of bullying 
among ninth grade students. Boulton et al. found more verbal bullying among early adolescent 
females, while Scheithauer et al. and Pepler et al. found more bullying of all forms among males. 
Finally, research by Dukes et al. (2010) suggests that physical and relational aggression may 
vary for males and females depending on their age. Thus, while the studies described above 
found age and gender differences in reports of bullying, no generalizations about these 
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differences, or the mechanisms behind them, can be made across the different investigations. In 
addition, some of these studies provided students with a definition of bullying before completing 
survey items and some of them did not, making it likely that some students may have reported 
their involvement in general peer aggression, rather than bullying. It may also be the case that 
students who did read a definition of bullying before completing survey items did not understand 
the definition or apply it to survey items. Finally, it is unclear how students’ age and gender may 
influence their understanding of the Classic Bully Definition and their application of the 
definition when reporting their involvement in bullying. 
Students’ Conceptual Understanding of the Classic Bully Definition and Reports of 
Bullying 
This section will examine how students’ conceptual understanding of researchers’ 
definition of bullying influences their self-reports. Considerable working memory is required to 
hold the definition of bullying in mind and apply it to questions about involvement in bullying 
(Bovaird, 2010; Grief & Furlong, 2006; Smith et al., 2002). Students in elementary school below 
the age of 11 are likely to experience difficulty with this task. Children at this age are capable of 
concrete problem solving, but may not have acquired the cognitive abilities necessary for 
reasoning about abstract concepts (Cole, Cole, & Lightfoot, 2005; Piaget, 1926). These younger 
students may have difficulty understanding the elements of repetition and power imbalance that 
distinguish bullying from general aggression (Monks & Smith, 2006). Therefore, it is likely that 
students’ understanding of bullying varies by age and influences their reports of bullying. Some 
researchers also suggest that gender differences in students’ reports of bullying may be explained 
by gender differences in their understanding of bullying. The following section will review 
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empirical evidence for age and gender differences in students’ understanding of the definition of 
bullying.  
Age differences in students’ understanding of the Classic Bully Definition. 
Vaillancourt et al. (2008) investigated differences between students’ and researchers’ definitions 
of bullying, using the Classic Bully Definition. Participants were randomly assigned to one of 
two groups (study participants and methods are described in more detail on pp. 41-42). Group 1 
read a modified version of the Classic Bully Definition and then completed Olweus’ bully 
prevalence questions. Students were encouraged to, “carefully read over the definition before 
answering questions” (p. 488). In Group 2, students’ qualitative responses to the prompt, “A 
bully is . . .” were elicited before they completed Olweus’ bully prevalence questions. 
Independent raters coded definitions according to whether or not students mentioned a power 
imbalance, repetition, intentionality, verbal aggression, relational aggression, physical 
aggression, and physical and personality characteristics of bullies. Participants’ grade and gender 
were not revealed to raters during coding. Cohen’s kappa for agreement among the raters ranged 
from .77 to .98, with a mean level of agreement of .96, suggesting adequate agreement among 
coders about the content of responses. Vaillancourt et al. predicted that students of all ages 
would not include repetition or a power imbalance in their definitions, that younger students 
would be more likely to define bullying using examples of physical aggression, and that older 
students would be more likely to include verbal and relational aggression, as well as mention the 
physical and personality characteristics of students involved in bullying. 
Students’ responses were analyzed using multi-way frequency analyses (Vaillancourt et 
al., 2008). Approximately 74% of students did not refer to a power imbalance in their definition 
of bullying. A chi-square analysis revealed that this difference was more than would be expected 
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due to chance, 2 (1, N = 854) = 212.87, p < .0001. In addition, there was a significant interaction 
among grade and the inclusion of power imbalance, as approximately 33% of students in grades 
seven through twelve mentioned a power imbalance in their definitions, while only 10% of 
students in grades three and four included a power imbalance, 2 (4, N = 854) = 33.45, p < .0001. 
Nearly 94% of participants omitted repetition in their definitions of bullying, which was more 
than would be expected due to chance, 2 (1, N = 854) = 807.40, p < .0001. There was no 
interaction among gender, grade, and the inclusion of repetition. Just 1.7% of students mentioned 
intentionality of aggressive acts in their definitions. Approximately 92% of participants 
mentioned examples of physical, verbal, or relational aggression, with chi-square analyses 
indicating that males were significantly less likely to do so than females, 2 (1, N = 854) = 7.302, 
p < .006. Students in grades three through eight were significantly more likely to include 
physical aggression in their definitions than students in grades nine and ten, 2 (4, N = 854) = 
16.16,
 
p = .003. Across all grades, females were more likely than males to include relational 
aggression, verbal aggression, personality characteristics of the bully, and physical and 
personality characteristics of the victim (Vaillancourt et al., 2008). Across the two groups, 11% 
of students reported bullying others each week while 24% reported being bullied each week. 
 These findings suggest that students and researchers had very different definitions of 
bullying evidenced by the low frequency with which students included intentionality, repetition, 
and power imbalance in their definitions. These discrepant definitions of bullying suggest that 
researchers must be very specific about what is meant by bullying when asking students to report 
how often they bully others or are bullied (Vaillancourt et al., 2008). Younger students were also 
more likely to include physical aggression in their definitions, and less likely to include 
relational, and verbal aggression. This difference may reflect younger students’ limited, yet 
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developmentally appropriate, understanding of bullying as a concrete and physically aggressive 
phenomena, absent the elements of repetition and power imbalance. The higher frequency with 
which students in grades six through eight included verbal and relational aggression in their 
definitions of bullying is consistent with previously discussed developmental shifts in bullying. 
The higher percentage of females who included relational aggression in their definitions is 
consistent with previous findings that females are more likely to report engaging in this form of 
bullying. Thus, this study suggests that students’ understanding of bullying may be influenced by 
their developmental level and associated cognitive abilities, and may not reflect bullying as 
researchers have defined it (Vaillancourt et al., 2008). Vaillancourt et al. argue for the inclusion 
of the definition on self-report surveys to expand students’ pre-conceived conceptualizations of 
bullying so that they are consistent with the Classic Bully Definition. 
 Smith et al. (2002) investigated age and gender differences in students’ understanding of 
the elements used in the Classic Bully Definition of bullying across 14 countries. A primary aim 
of Smith et al.’s investigation was to resolve difficulties associated with the cross-cultural 
comparison of bullying prevalence data. Participants included one group of 8-year-olds (n = 604) 
and one group of 14-year-olds (n = 641). All participants were shown a cartoon that included two 
or more stick figures. Stick figures engaged in physical aggression, verbal aggression, indirect 
relational aggression, and direct relational aggression. One cartoon included the element of 
power imbalance and two cartoons included repetition. A caption at the bottom of each cartoon 
clarified the type of aggression, (e.g., “Mary tells all the girls not to let Sally play”). All 
participants were shown each cartoon and asked, “Is this bullying?” or “Not bullying?” Students 
could respond, “Bullying,” “Not Bullying,” or “Not sure.” Research assistants read the captions 
to participants in the two youngest age groups.  
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Smith et al. (2002) analyzed responses using multidimensional scaling and found that 
two-dimensional models of bullying were appropriate to describe the definitions of bullying 
provided by both 8-year-olds and 14-year-olds. The two dimensions included non-aggression and 
aggression as the first dimension and physical aggression and verbal and relational aggression as 
the second dimension. Furthermore, the definitions provided by the 14-year-olds indicated that 
within the second dimension, they made more distinctions among relational aggression and 
verbal aggression. Hierarchical cluster analyses further verified that 14-year-olds interpreted the 
cartoon scenarios based on five different dimensions; non-aggression, social exclusion, verbal 
aggression, physical aggression, and physical bullying. However, 8-year-olds appeared to 
differentiate only among cartoons that were aggressive or non-aggressive. Results revealed no 
significant differences among the dimensions males and females considered when defining 
bullying. Smith et al. believe these results provide evidence for 8-year-old students’ limited 
understanding of the different forms and specific nature of bullying and suggest that students’ 
understanding of the definition of bullying does not vary by gender. 
Monks and Smith (2006) extended the methods used by Smith et al. (2002) and 
conducted two studies to examine if age differences in reports of involvement in bullying were 
best explained by (a) age differences in understanding of bullying, or (b) age differences in the 
type of bullying students experienced. The first study examined age differences in 219 
participants’ understanding of bullying. Participants were divided into four groups; 4-to 6-year-
olds (n = 99), 8-year-olds (n = 40), 14-year-olds (n = 40), and 40 parents, an average of 40-years-
old. Monks and Smith’s study used 17 cartoons from Smith et al.’s (2002) study, but excluded 
seven cartoons that involved sexism, racism, and discrimination on the basis of sexual 
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orientation and disability. Again, participants were asked to determine if a cartoon was or was 
not bullying. 
Multi-dimensional scaling analyses indicated that students in the two youngest age 
groups judged cartoons to be bullying based on one dimension, the presence or absence of 
aggression. A two dimensional model was most appropriate to explain the responses of 14-year-
olds and parents. The first dimension included neutral, pro-social behaviors and accidental 
aggression versus more traditional bullying that involved an imbalance of power and repetition. 
The second dimension distinguished between types of physical and relational bullying. Results 
of participants’ responses to the cartoon task indicated that the elements of power imbalance and 
repetition did not influence whether or not they described them as bullying as there were no 
significant differences among cartoons that included or excluded these elements. These findings 
suggest that younger students have a more dichotomous (e.g., presence vs. absence), and 
concrete understanding of bullying (e.g., physical aggression that can be observed), than do 
adolescent students and adults.  
The second study performed by Monks and Smith (2006) included 99 students between 
the ages of 4-and 6-years-old and sought to measure the relationship between students’ 
understanding of bullying and their experiences with bullying. Students were asked what they 
thought bullying was and their responses were coded according the type of bullying they 
described (e.g., physical, verbal, relational), the characteristics of the bullying interaction (e.g., 
intent, repetitiveness, power imbalance), and any other adjectives used to describe the incident. 
Inter-rater agreement for each code using Cohen’s kappa ranged from .97 to 1.00. To measure 
students’ experiences in bullying, a modified peer nomination task using the stick figures was 
used. Students were shown one cartoon representing physical and verbal aggression, one cartoon 
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depicting social exclusion and one depicting rumor spreading. As in the first study, one cartoon 
included repetition and one cartoon included power imbalance. Students were asked who in their 
class acted like each of the stick figures. Students were not provided with a class roster but were 
allowed to nominate as many students as they wanted (Monks & Smith, 2006).  
 Nearly 48% of students gave unusable responses to the question asking them to say what 
bullying was (Monks & Smith, 2006). Of the remaining 52% who provided a relevant response, 
approximately 33% described bullying as physical aggression, 12% included verbal aggression, 
and 4% included relational aggression. Just 12% mentioned that bullying may cause pain to the 
victim, 2% mentioned a power imbalance, and none mentioned repetition. There were no 
significant gender differences among the definitions. Analyses of the peer nomination task 
revealed 70% of students were nominated as involved aggression; 25% were aggressive; 22% 
were victims; 15% were defenders; 2% were aggressors and victims; and 5% were defenders and 
victims. There were no significant differences among the definitions according to participants’ 
role in aggression.  
 These findings provide evidence that participants’ experiences in bullying may not 
influence their understanding of what bullying is (Monks & Smith, 2006). Findings from the first 
study suggest that age differences in reports of bullying may be explained by age differences in 
students’ understanding of bullying. However, participants were not read the Classic Bully 
Definition, so it is not clear how the definition might have influenced their understanding of 
bullying or how they might apply it to questions about their own involvement in bullying. 
Rather, this study emphasized that participants’ own definitions were unlikely to include 
repetition and power imbalance and that students 8-years and younger were likely to define 
bullying as involving primarily physical aggression. 
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 
The purposes of this study are to examine (a) grade differences in students’ abilities to 
accurately apply the Classic Bully Definition when determining if a behavior is bullying or not; 
(b) how differences in students’ accurate identification of the Classic Bully Definition vary as a 
result of student age, gender, and type of bullying; and (c) the relationship between students’ 
accurate identification of the Classic Bully Definition and their self-reported status as a victim of 
bullying. Specifically, this study was designed to answer the following questions: 
1. What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when describing instances of 
 aggression that are repeated? 
a. Do 6th, 7th, and 8th graders differ from 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders in using the term 
bullying only when describing instances of aggression that are repeated? 
2. What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when describing instances of 
aggression that are perpetrated by a more powerful child against a less powerful 
child? 
a. Do 6th, 7th, and 8th graders differ from 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders in using the term 
bullying only when describing instances of aggression that are perpetrated by 
a more powerful child against a less powerful child? 
3. What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when describing instances of 
relational aggression that are both repeated and perpetrated by a more powerful child 
against a less powerful child? 
a. Do 6th, 7th, and 8th graders differ from 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders in using the term 
‘bullying’ only when describing instances of relational aggression that are 
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both repeated and perpetrated by a more powerful child against a less 
powerful child? 
b. Do females differ from males in using the term ‘bullying’ only when 
describing instances of relational aggression that are both repeated and 
perpetrated by a more powerful child against a less powerful child? 
4. Is there a relation between the accuracy with which students identify cartoon tasks as 
bullying or not bullying and the frequency with which they report being a victim of 
bullying? 
It is hypothesized that:  
1. Students use the term bullying even when the instance of aggression is not repeated. 
a. 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders are more likely to do this than 6th, 7th, and 8th graders.  
2. Students use the term bullying even when the instance of aggression occurs among 
children of equal power. 
a. 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders are more likely to do this than 6th, 7th, and 8th graders.  
3. Students use the term bullying to refer only to verbal and physical aggression.  
a. 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders are more likely to do this than 6th, 7th, and 8th graders. 
b. Males are more likely to do this than females. 
4. Lower accuracy in identifying cartoon tasks as bullying will predict higher rates of 
being a victim of bullying.  
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 Chapter 3: Method 
 
This study used a within participants, experimental design to examine how students’ 
accurate identification of bullying related to students’ reports of being bullied. Four research 
questions were investigated: (1) What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when 
describing instances of aggression that are repeated? (2) What proportion of students use the 
term ‘bullying’ only when describing instances of aggression that are perpetrated by a more 
powerful child against a less powerful child? (3) What proportion of students use the term 
‘bullying’ only when describing instances of relational aggression that are both repeated and 
perpetrated by a more powerful child against a less powerful child? (4) Is there a relation 
between the accuracy with which students identify cartoon tasks as bullying or not bullying and 
the frequency with which they report being a victim of bullying? Students’ accurate 
identification of bullying were assessed with an Adapted Cartoon Task (ACT) and students’ 
reports of bullying were assessed with the BYS. Measures were counter-balanced so that half of 
the participants randomly completed the BYS (Swearer, 2001) first and then the ACT, and half 
completed the ACT first and then the BYS. Students in both conditions were read a definition of 
bullying before they responded to BYS items or completed the cartoon task (see Table 4 for a list 
of variables measured in this dissertation). 
Participants  
Participants were recruited from five after-school programs that were representative with 
regard to gender, race, socio-economic status, and ability of the general population of elementary 
and middle school students in a suburban, eastern Nebraska city (see Table 5). After-school 
programs were asked to participate based on the degree to which their demographic 
characteristics were representative of those of the general population of schools in eastern 
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Nebraska. Parental consent for participation was obtained for students in the second, third, 
fourth, sixth, seventh and eighth grades in participating after-school programs. The number of 
consent letters distributed and the number of consent letters returned was recorded to determine 
the response rate.  
At Site One, cover letters explaining the purpose of the study were attached to two copies of 
the consent letter and sent home with students. The cover letter also included contact information 
for the primary investigator and school guidance counselors and administrators, whom parents 
were encouraged to contact with questions. Students were given one week to return the consent 
letter with his or her parent’s signature.  
At the remaining four sites, the primary investigator contacted after school program directors 
to coordinate the consent process. At these four sites, a table was set up during pick-up and drop-
off times and parents were invited to approach the primary investigator if they were interested in 
enrolling their child in the study. If parents expressed interest, the primary investigator explained 
the purpose of the study, the confidential nature of the data collection process, and emphasized 
the voluntary nature of participation. Parents who consented to their students’ participation were 
given a copy of the consent letter and thanked for their interest. Students’ names were also 
recorded so that they could be asked to participate at a later date. Please see Table 6 for response 
rates for each site. 
For the first round of consent distribution, response rates ranged from 8.3% at Site Five to 
58% at Site Three. According to Babbie’s (1989) rules of thumb for interpreting response rates: 
50% to 59% is “adequate;” 60% to 69% is “good;” and 70% or higher is “very good” (p. 242). A 
second round of consents were distributed at Sites Two and Five, which had the lowest response 
rates of 25% and 8.3%, respectively (see Table 6). Lower response rates at these sites were likely 
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due to the timing of the study, as it occurred close to the end of the school year when parents and 
students may have been busier than typical. A second round of consents were not distributed at 
Sites One or Four because the first round was distributed later in the school year than at the other 
three sites, resulting in insufficient time to distribute consents, wait for their return, and 
administer the study. After the second round of consents were distributed, the response rate at 
Site Two rose to 56.7% and the response rate at Site Five rose to 24.6% (see Table 6). The 
response rate at Site Five remained at a level considered below adequate. Site Five was primarily 
a middle school site and the lower response rate may have been due to reduced home-school 
communication that becomes increasingly common as students enter middle school (e.g., fewer 
parents came into the building to pick up their students from the program, students may also 
have been less likely to deliver papers to their parents that they received at school). Due to time 
constraints and the sufficient number of participants obtained from the other four sites, a third 
round of consents were not distributed at Site Five. 
Measures 
Cartoon Task adapted from Smith et al., 2002. Smith et al.’s Cartoon Task was 
adapted for use in the present study. Smith et al. piloted 25 cartoons in 14 countries to determine 
the terms students most often used to describe physical, relational, and verbal bullying (see 
Appendix A). Each cartoon included a brief caption to describe the activity in the cartoon. 
Cartoons included examples of accidental aggression, intentional aggression, verbal teasing, 
physical aggression, verbal aggression, relational aggression, and pro-social behaviors. Smith et 
al. also included cartoons to measure bullying based on race, gender, sexual orientation, and 
disability. Power imbalance and repetition were explicitly mentioned, separately, in three 
cartoons. Parallel male and female versions (male cartoons were administered to males and 
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included male names with the opposite being true for the female cartoons; see Appendix B) were 
administered to participants. Cartoon captions were translated to match the language spoken by 
the participants from each country and were back-translated into English, and verified against the 
original meaning of the caption.  
As part of Smith et al.’s (2002) pilot-study, 8-year-old participants were pulled from their 
classroom to complete the cartoon task. A researcher presented the cartoon and read the caption 
to each student. Participants were then asked if the cartoon constituted an instance of the term 
“teasing,” “picking on,” and “bullying” (p. 1123). Fourteen-year-old students completed the task 
in a survey format in their classrooms. In addition to the three terms provided to 8-year-old 
students, 14-year-old students were also asked which cartoons represented “tormenting,” 
“harassment,” and “intimidation” (Smith et al., 2002, p. 1123). Cartoons were presented in a 
standard order across both age groups with instances of physical aggression followed by verbal 
aggression, indirect aggression, and non-aggressive instances. During pilot testing, 
administration that deviated from this pattern confused students and pilot analyses revealed no 
order effects when cartoons were administered in the standard order.  
The Adapted Cartoon Task (ACT) retained 22 of Smith et al.’s original stick-figure 
drawings with brief captions describing the activity in the cartoon. Three of Smith et al.’s 
cartoons (cartoons 13, 14, and 15) that depicted bullying based on racism, disability, and sexual 
orientation, respectively were eliminated due to their sensitive nature and potential to arouse 
emotional reactions from participants, biasing their responses. Cartoons were modified to 
balance the number of cartoons that included both repetition and power imbalance with the 
elements of physical aggression, verbal aggression, and relational aggression. Cartoons were 
designated to one of four categories or subscales: (1) Bullying subscale (Aggression with both 
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power imbalance and repetition); (2) Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscale (Not 
Bullying); (3) Aggression with Repetition Only subscale (Not Bullying); and (4) Not Aggression 
subscale (see Appendix C). In the first three categories, two cartoons depicting physical, verbal, 
and relational aggression were presented. Cartoons in the Bullying category included the 
elements of repetition and power imbalance while cartoons in the other categories included only 
one of those elements or neither (see Table 7). Cartoons in the three non-bullying categories 
were further modified with the addition of one or two phrases to make the presence or absence of 
repetition or power imbalance more salient (e.g., “This happened one time” or, “Who is smaller”; 
see Appendix C). Cartoons in the fourth category, Not Aggression, depicted non-aggressive 
behaviors or accidental behaviors that harm.  
Table 7 
Criteria for Bullying in the Adapted Cartoon Task 
 
Subscale Items 
Intentional 
aggression 
Occurred 
Repeatedly 
Power 
Imbalance 
Was it 
Bullying? 
Bullying 6 Yes Ye Yes Yes 
Relational Bullying 
(embedded within the 
Bullying subscale) 
2 Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Aggression with 
Repetition Only 
6 Yes Yes No No 
Aggression with Power 
Imbalance Only 
6 Yes No Yes No 
Not Aggression 4 No No No 
No 
 
 
Smith et al.’s original order was maintained with the exception of the omission of 
cartoons 13, 14, and 15. The researcher presented the cartoon and asked students, “Is this 
bullying” to which students verbally responded Yes or No. The researcher recorded their 
response on the Cartoon Response Record.  
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Each of the four categories represented a subscale on which students received a score to 
describe the accuracy with which they correctly identified cartoons in that category as bullying 
or not bullying (see Appendix C). Students were given 1 point for each cartoon they correctly 
identified as bullying on the Bullying subscale to yield a maximum score of 6. On the remaining 
3 subscales, students were given 1 point for each cartoon they correctly identified as not bullying 
to yield a maximum score of 6 on the Aggression with Power Imbalance Only and the 
Aggression with Repetition Only subscales. A maximum score of 4 was possible on the Not 
Aggression subscale. Accurate identification of relational bullying was assessed using 2 items on 
the Bullying subscale that depicted incidents of relational aggression with the elements of 
repetition and power imbalance. Total Identification Accuracy rates were determined for each 
category by calculating the percentage of cartoons correctly identified out of the total number of 
cartoons presented. The Total Identification Accuracy rate was determined by summing the 
cartoons correctly identified within each category and dividing this number by 22 (the total 
number of cartoons presented). 
Pilot testing was conducted with three females and two males to ensure that the minor 
modifications made to develop the ACT did not confuse students. Results of the pilot testing 
indicated that participants appeared to understand the procedures of the ACT and that results 
were similar to those obtained by Smith et al. (2002) using the original Cartoon Task. 
The Bully Survey (BYS; Swearer, 2001). Students responded to 27 items in Part A and 
38 items in Part C of the Bully Survey – Elementary Student Version (BYS-E) or the Bully 
Survey – Student Version (BYS-S). The BYS-E and BYS-S are parallel forms of the same 
measure designed to assess students’ involvement in bullying for elementary, and middle and 
high school students, respectively. Part A asked students to report their experiences being bullied 
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and Part C asked students about their experiences bullying others. Part B of the BYS asks 
students about their experiences observing bullying. Part B was omitted because students’ 
experiences as a witness to bullying are not relevant to the research questions examined in this 
dissertation. Students were presented with this definition of bullying at the beginning of the 
survey: 
Bullying happens when someone hurts or scares another person on purpose and the 
person being bullied has a hard time protecting himself or herself. Usually, bullying 
happens over and over. Bullying can look like: 
 Punching, shoving and other actions that hurt people 
 Spreading bad rumors about people 
 Keeping certain people out of a “group” 
 Teasing people in a mean way 
 Getting certain people to “gang up” on others (Swearer, 2001, p. 1) 
This definition of bullying was also presented a second and third time, before students 
responded to survey items in Parts A and C of the BYS-E and BYS-S. In Part A, students first 
responded to a dichotomous Yes/No question about whether or not they were bullied during the 
present school year. Next, students indicated the frequency with which they were bullied (i.e., 
One or more times a day, One or more times a week, One or more times a month). Subsequent 
questions comprise the Verbal Physical Bullying Scale (VPBS; Swearer et al., 2008) and asked 
students about how they were bullied (e.g., “called names,” “wouldn’t let me be a part of [a] 
group,” “pushed me”) and who bullied them (e.g., “older boys,” “someone who is strong,” 
“someone who has many friends”; p. 3). The VPBS is comprised of 11 items. Seven items asked 
about students’ experiences with physical bullying and four items asked about students’ 
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experiences with verbal bullying. Students responded using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Never 
happened; 5 = Always happens). Parallel items are included in Part C to measure students’ 
reports of bullying others. Students were asked to self-report their grade and gender at the end of 
the BYS (2001) to investigate the effects of grade and gender as covariates.  (See Table 2 for 
information about the technical properties of the BYS.) 
Procedures 
 To achieve a sample size of 100, approximately 150 students were recruited to 
participate. This number was chosen in order to account for non-responders and students who 
were absent on the day of data collection. Students whose parents gave consent were randomly 
assigned to the Survey First condition (BYS-E/S first) or the Cartoon First condition (ACT first) 
prior to the day of data collection. The study took place during students’ afterschool programs. 
Elementary and middle school students were pulled from their regularly scheduled activities and 
individually administered the measures by the researcher.  
 Students in the Survey First condition were read the Classic Bully Definition included in 
the survey instructions and were presented with this definition again before responding to Part A 
and Part C survey items. Students in the Cartoon First condition were read the same definition of 
bullying and then presented with the 22 cartoons. The researcher read the definition of bullying, 
the caption for each cartoon, and then asked, “Is this bullying?” The student’s answer was then 
indicated on the Cartoon Response Record.  
Data Analysis 
A within-subjects, repeated-measures general linear model was used to determine if 
students were able to discriminate instances of bullying from instances that were not bullying 
based on the presence or absence of repetition and a power imbalance. With respect to the first 
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hypothesis, a significant difference between students’ accurate identification of bullying was 
expected between the Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscale and the Bullying 
subscale. In other words, it was expected that students who were unable to accurately 
discriminate between what is and what is not bullying when the element of repetition was absent 
would be less able to accurately identify bullying behaviors on the Aggression with Power 
Imbalance Only subscale than on the Bullying subscale.  
With respect to the second hypothesis, it was expected that students who were unable to 
discriminate between instances of bullying when the element of power imbalance was absent 
would be less able to accurately identify bullying behaviors on the Aggression with Repetition 
Only subscale than on the Bullying subscale. Then, grade and gender were examined as 
covariates.  
To investigate whether or not second, third, and fourth grade students were less accurate 
in identifying relational aggression as a form of bullying compared to sixth, seventh, and eighth 
grade students, an independent samples non-parametric test was conducted due to the non-
normality of the identification accuracy variables. It was expected that second, third, and fourth 
grade students would be less accurate than sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students in 
identifying relational aggression as a form of bullying due to developmental differences in their 
understanding of and experiences with bullying. This analysis was repeated to investigate 
whether males were less accurate in identifying relational aggression as a form of bullying 
compared to females. It was expected that males would be less accurate than females in 
identifying relational aggression as a form of bullying due to gender differences in students’ self-
reported involvement in relational bullying. 
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To investigate whether or not grade and gender moderated the relationship between 
identification accuracy and reported frequency of being bullied, the researcher intended to 
perform a general linear model (GLM). Due to the highly skewed nature of the identification 
accuracy data, a GLM was not performed because the assumptions of this analysis could not be 
met.  Therefore, Pearson correlations were conducted to determine if students with lower 
identification accuracy rates on the ACT reported higher rates of being bullied. It was 
hypothesized that high identification accuracy on the ACT would predict low scores on the BYS-
E/S such that as understanding of bullying increased, students’ reports of being bullied 
decreased. 
Power Analysis  
A power analysis was performed based on the first and second research questions, which 
used the most complex analytic method. While subsequent research questions were analyzed 
using non-parametric independent samples tests or Pearson correlations, a power analysis was 
conducted with the intention of performing a repeated measures GLM to compare identification 
accuracy rates. The power analysis was performed using G*Power 3 for a repeated measures 
GLM, and assumed a two-tailed test with alpha = .05. Results indicated that 150 participants 
would provide at least 80% power to detect an effect size of f =.20, which is a small to medium 
effect size (Cohen, 1992). Therefore, approximately 150 students were recruited as participants 
in this study. 
Due to the unexpected non-normality of the data (see the Preliminary Analysis section on 
p.73), non-parametric tests that do not assume normality were used in place of a GLM.  Power is 
higher for parametric tests (i.e., GLM) when the assumptions are met; because the assumption of 
normality was not met, non-parametric within subjects tests were used to obtain less biased 
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results and maintain power. However, the results of the above power analysis can still be used to 
guide decisions about the power needed to detect significant differences using non-parametric, 
within subjects test. 
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Chapter Four: Results 
 The following sections discuss the results of this study. First, the research questions and 
corresponding hypotheses investigated in this study will be reviewed. Second, preliminary 
analyses that examine differences between groups will be discussed. Then, the results of each 
research question will be described and discussed.   
Hypotheses 
Research question 1: What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when 
 describing instances of aggression that are repeated? Do 6
th
, 7
th
, and 8
th
 graders differ 
 from 3
rd
, 4
th
, and 5
th
 graders in using the term bullying only when describing instances of 
 aggression that are repeated? 
Hypothesis 1:  It was hypothesized that students would use the term bullying when 
identifying instances of aggression that were not repeated. It was also hypothesized that 
younger students would be more likely to do this than older students. This hypothesis is 
based on Vallaincourt et al. (2008) and Monks and Smith (2006) who found that 
participants excluded the element of repetition when generating definitions of bullying 
and that older students’ definitions of bullying were more abstract and sophisticated than 
younger students’ definitions. If this hypothesis was confirmed, a significant difference 
would be expected between students’ identification accuracy rates on the Bullying 
subscale and the Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscale. There would also be 
significant age differences in students’ identification accuracy rates on the Bullying 
subscale and the Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscale. 
Research question 2: What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when 
describing instances of aggression that are perpetrated by a more powerful child against a 
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less powerful child? Do 6
th
, 7
th
, and 8
th
 graders differ from 3
rd
, 4
th
, and 5
th
 graders in 
using the term bullying only when describing instances of aggression that are perpetrated 
by a more powerful child against a less powerful child? 
Hypothesis 2: It was hypothesized that students would use the term bullying when 
identifying instances of aggression among children of equal power. It was also 
hypothesized that younger students would be more likely to do this than older students. 
This hypothesis was based on Vallaincourt et al. (2008) and Monks and Smith (2006) 
who found that younger students were significantly more likely than older students to 
exclude the element of power imbalance when generating definitions of bullying. If this 
hypothesis was confirmed, a significant difference would be expected between students’ 
identification accuracy rates on the Bullying subscale and the Aggression with Repetition 
Only subscale. There would also be significant age differences in students’ identification 
accuracy rates on the Bullying Subscale and the Aggression with Repetition Only 
subscale. 
 Research question 3: What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when 
describing instances of relational aggression that are both repeated and perpetrated by a 
more powerful child against a less powerful child? Do 6
th
, 7
th
, and 8
th
 graders differ from 
3
rd
, 4
th
, and 5
th
 graders in using the term ‘bullying’ only when describing instances of 
relational aggression that are both repeated and perpetrated by a more powerful child 
against a less powerful child? Do females differ from males in using the term ‘bullying’ 
only when describing instances of relational aggression that are both repeated and 
perpetrated by a more powerful child against a less powerful child? 
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Hypothesis 3: It was hypothesized that students would use the term bullying to refer only 
  to verbal and physical aggression and that younger students and males would be more 
 likely to do this than older students and females. This hypothesis was based on the 
 research of Bosworth et al. (1999), Crick and Grotpeter (1995), Dukes et al. (2010), 
 Pepler and Craig et al. (2006), and Solberg and Olweus (2003) indicating that males  
 report greater involvement in verbal and physical aggression than relational aggression 
 and the work of Vaillancourt et al. (2008) who found that students’ notions of bullying 
 were associated with their developmental abilities and experiences with bullying. 
 Hypothesis 3 would have been confirmed if significant differences were found between 
 the identification accuracy rates of 2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 and 6
th
, 7
th
 and 8
th
 graders as well as 
 between males and females.  
Research question 4: Is there a relation between the accuracy with which students 
 identify the cartoon tasks as bullying or not bullying and the frequency with which they 
 report being a victim of bullying? 
Hypothesis 4: It was hypothesized that lower accuracy in identifying bullying behaviors 
 would predict higher rates of being bullied. This hypothesis was based on a lack of 
 prior research investigating the relation between reports of being bullied and students’ 
 understanding of being bullied. This hypothesis was informed by the work of Monks and 
 Smith (2006) who found no association between students’ inclusion of power imbalance 
 and repetition when determining if cartoons were or were not bullying and their personal 
 involvement in bullying. However, Monks and Smith did not provide students with the 
 classic bully definition before asking them whether or not the cartoons were bullying and 
 before  asking about involvement in bullying. Monks and Smith also used a peer 
74 
 
 nomination-task to measure involvement in bullying and did not elicit students’ self-
 report. This dissertation will extend Monks and Smith’s research by providing students 
 the Classic Bully Definition and asking them to self-report their involvement in bullying.  
Preliminary Analyses  
 The means and standard deviations of the Identification Accuracy rates are reported for 
the total sample in Table 8. (Identification Accuracy rates were calculated by dividing the 
number of cartoons correctly identified as bullying or not bullying by the total number of 
cartoons presented for the Bullying, Not Bullying, and Not Aggression subscales.) The means 
and standard deviations of the Identification Accuracy rates are presented by grade and gender in 
Table 9. The Identification Accuracy rates per item on are reported in Table 10.  
For the total sample, students accurately identified the majority of the cartoons in the 
Bullying subscale (M = 96%, SD = .112; see Table 8). Students appeared to have more difficulty 
accurately identifying cartoons in the Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscale (M = 
19%, SD = .257), and still greater difficulty identifying cartoons in the Aggression with 
Repetition Only subscale (M = 7%, SD = .147; see Table 8). As will be discussed later in this 
chapter, data presented in Table 9 reveal little variation by gender or grade in identification 
accuracy, with the exception of significant grade differences in the identification of Bullying.  
Table 12 describes the percentage of students who reported they were bullied or bullied 
someone else during the current school year. The frequencies of being bullied and bullying 
others are presented in Table 13. Table 14 presents the frequency with which students reported 
they were verbally and physically bullied. The percentages of students who reported they were 
bullied or bullied others were slightly higher than previous prevalence estimates would predict, 
with 60.7% of students reporting they were bullied and 19.6% of students reporting they bullied 
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others during the current school year. According to Table 14, trends in the frequency of verbal, 
relational and physical aggression in this dissertation mirrored patterns established in previous 
studies and indicated verbal bullying (“Called me names,” “Said mean things behind my back") 
occurred most frequently, followed by relational bullying (“Wouldn’t let me be a part of their 
group”), and physical bullying (“Attacked Me,” “Pushed or Shoved Me”). 
Preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure that the assumptions of repeated measures 
analysis of variance (ANOVA), homogeneity of variance and normally distributed data, were 
met. Subscale scores on the ACT and responses to items on the BYS-E/S were analyzed for 
normality by assessing the skewness and kurtosis of the data. Data are normally distributed if 
skewness and kurtosis are less than three. The Bullying, Aggression with Repetition Only, and 
Non-Aggression subscales and the relational bullying items were non-normally distributed (see 
skewness and kurtosis in Table 8). The Bullying, Relational Bullying, and Non-Aggression 
subscales were negatively skewed. Conversely, the Aggression with Repetition Only and the 
Aggression with Power Imbalance Only data were positively skewed. Therefore, non-parametric 
tests that do not assume normality were used to conduct analyses that included ACT data.  
Preliminary analyses of the BYS-E/S data indicated that students’ responses to the item 
assessing the frequency with which students were bullied were normally distributed (see Table 
11). However, the item assessing the frequency with which students reported bullying others was 
positively skewed, consistent with the high number of students who reported they did not bully 
others. Internal consistency using Cronbach’s alpha was also calculated for the BYS-E/S. 
According to Bland and Altman (1997), a Cronbach’s alpha of above .70 reflects adequate 
reliability for research purposes. Cronbach’s alpha for Part-A of the BYS-E/S was  = .801, 
which suggests good internal consistency reliability.  
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Mauchly’s test of sphericity to test for equality of co-variances was also conducted to 
determine if the assumption of homogeneity of variance was upheld for the ACT data. 
Mauchly’s test of sphericity was significant (p < .05). Therefore equality of co-variances could 
not be assumed and Huynh-Feldt-corrected statistics were examined for tests of within-subjects 
effects as opposed to tests that assumed sphericity for Research Questions One through Three. 
Research Question One Results  
A within subjects, repeated measures Friedman’s two-way analysis of variance by ranks 
was conducted to determine if students were able to accurately identify what is and what is not 
bullying based on the presence or absence of repetition. The within subjects Friedman’s test 
indicated a significant difference among the subscale means on the ACT. Non-parametric post-
hoc tests were conducted due to the non-normal distribution of scores on the ACT subscales. It 
was hypothesized that students would be unable to differentiate what is and what is not bullying 
based on the presence or absence of repetition, therefore a significant difference was expected 
between students’ accurate identification of bullying on the Bullying subscale and the 
Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscale. These two subscales were compared to assess 
for the effect of the absence of repetition. The Bullying subscale included both repetition and 
power imbalance while the Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscale omitted repetition; 
comparing the two subscales made it possible to examine the effect of the absence of repetition 
on identification accuracy. 
 Results were interpreted using the Wilcoxon Signed Rank, a non-parametric version of a 
paired samples t, and supported the hypothesis that students did not differentiate between 
aggressive scenarios based on the presence or absence of repetition. Students’ accurate 
identification rates were significantly higher (p < .001) on the Bullying subscale than on the 
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Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscale. Students’ responses were 76.8% more 
accurate on the Bullying subscale than on the Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscale 
(see Table 15). These results support the hypothesis that students did not differentiate between 
Bullying and aggression with power imbalance that did not include repetition. They also suggest 
that students were better at accurately identifying cartoons when they included both repetition 
and power imbalance. 
To examine differences in identification accuracy associated with grade, the data file was 
split by grade and separate Friedmans’s Two-Way Analysis of Variance and Mann-Whitney U 
tests were performed. This approach was chosen because Friedman’s test does not allow for the 
inclusion of between-person covariates and the effect of grade could not be controlled for 
because data were not normally distributed. When the file was split by grade, Friedmans’s Two-
Way Analysis of Variance revealed that significant differences in identification accuracy 
between the Bullying and the Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscale remained. To 
examine the effect of grade on students’ accurate identification of bullying based on the presence 
or absence of repetition, a post-hoc Mann-Whitney U test was conducted. Results were 
interpreted using the Wilcoxon Signed Rank test and failed to find a significant interaction 
between grade and identification accuracy based on the presence or absence of repetition. 
Table 15 presents differences in identification accuracy among the four Adapted Cartoon 
Task subscales. Significant differences were found among the Bullying and Aggression with 
Power Imbalance Only subscales, the Bullying and Aggression with Repetition Only subscales, 
the Aggression with Repetition Only and Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscales, the 
Non-Aggression and the Aggression with Power Imbalance Only subscales, and the Non-
Aggression and Aggression with Repetition Only subscales at p = .001. There was also a 
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significant difference at p = .003 between the Bullying and Non-Aggression subscales. 
Therefore, varying the presence and absence of repetition and power imbalance appeared to 
influence students’ identification accuracy across all four subscales. 
Research Question Two Results 
 It was also hypothesized that students would be unable to differentiate what is and what 
is not bullying based on the presence or absence of power imbalance. Thus, a significant 
difference was expected between responses on the Bullying subscale and on the Aggression with 
Repetition Only subscale. As with the analysis of Research Question One above, these subscales 
were compared to assess for the effect of the absence of power imbalance.  
Results were interpreted using the Wilcoxon Signed Rank, and supported the hypothesis 
that students did not differentiate between what is and what is not bullying based on the presence 
or absence of power imbalance. Students’ identification accuracy was significantly (p < .001) 
higher on the Bullying subscale than on the Aggression with Repetition Only subscale. Students’ 
responses were 89% more accurate on the Bullying subscale than on the Aggression with 
Repetition Only subscale (see Table 15). Thus, the hypothesis that students would be unable to 
differentiate between Bullying and aggression with repetition that did not include power 
imbalance was confirmed. 
The same procedure used to investigate the association between identification accuracy 
and grade for Research Question One was performed to examine differences in identification 
accuracy based on the presence or absence of power imbalance associated with grade. When the 
file was split by grade, Friedmans’s Two-Way Analysis of Variance revealed that significant 
differences in identification accuracy on the Bullying and the Aggression with Repetition Only 
subscales remained. To examine the effect of grade on students’ accurate identification of 
79 
 
bullying based on the presence or absence of power imbalance, a post-hoc Mann-Whitney U test 
was conducted. Results were interpreted using the Wilcoxon Signed Rank test and did not find a 
significant interaction between grade and identification accuracy based on presence or absence of 
power imbalance. Based on the absence of grade differences among identification accuracy rates 
for Research Questions One and Two, results of this dissertation did not find support for the 
influence of grade on identification accuracy of bullying.  
To examine variability due to grade and gender in students’ accurate identification of 
bullying across subscales on the ACT an independent samples Mann-Whitney U Test was 
conducted. The Mann-Whitney U Test was chosen because of the heterogeneous variability and 
the non-normal nature of the distributions of responses on the ACT subscales. Results indicated 
significant grade differences (p = .037) among responses on the Bullying subscale only. Non-
parametric post-hoc tests indicated 6
th
, 7
th
, and 8
th
 graders had significantly higher identification 
accuracy rates on the Bullying subscale than 2
nd
, 3
rd
, and 4
th
 graders (see Table 9). The Cohen’s 
D effect size for this difference is d = .41, which falls within Cohen’s (1992) benchmarks for a 
moderate effect size. There were no significant grade differences among responses on the 
Aggression with Power Imbalance Only, Aggression with Repetition Only, and Non-Aggression 
Subscales or among the Relational Bullying items (see Table 9). Results indicated no significant 
gender differences among students’ accurate identification on the ACT (see Table 9). 
Research Question Three Results  
It was hypothesized that 2
nd
, 3
rd
, and 4
th
 grade students would be less accurate in 
identifying relational aggression as a form of bullying compared to 6
th
, 7
th
, and 8
th
 grade students 
(see Table 9). Table 9 presents the means and standard deviations for identification accuracy of 
the relational bullying items by grade and gender. A non-parametric independent samples Mann-
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Whitney U test was conducted to examine grade differences in identification accuracy of 
relational bullying items on the Bullying subscale. While older students were slightly more 
accurate than younger students, results indicated a non-significant (p = .261) difference between 
identification accuracy of 2
nd
, 3
rd
, and 4
th
 graders and 6
th
, 7
th
, and 8
th
 graders. Cohen’s D for this 
effect size was, 0.19, which is a small effect size (Cohen, 1992). Therefore, this study did not 
find support for the hypothesis that accurate identification of relational bullying may vary by 
age. 
It was also hypothesized that males would be less accurate than females in identifying 
relational aggression as a form of bullying. A non-parametric independent samples Mann-
Whitney U test was conducted to examine gender differences in identification accuracy of 
relational bullying items on the Bullying subscale. The mean identification accuracy for females 
was 95%, while the mean for males was 92.2% (see Table 9). However, results indicated a non-
significant (p = .723) difference between males and females’ identification accuracy of relational 
bullying. Cohen’s D for this effect size was 0.13, which also falls within the parameters for a 
small effect size (Cohen, 1992). Thus, results of this study did not find a relationship between 
gender and students’ accurate identification of relational bullying. 
Research Question Four Results 
 In order to examine the relationship between the Total Identification Accuracy on the 
ACT and status as a victim of bullying, an Independent Samples t-test was conducted. To 
conduct this analysis, students’ responses to the 22 cartoons were averaged across each of the 4 
subscales on the ACT to produce a Total Identification Accuracy score. When averaged together, 
performance on the ACT was normally distributed (M = .53, SD = .088; see Table 16). The 
correlations among victim status and frequency of being bullied are presented in Table 17. 
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Levene’s test for equality of variance was not significant (t = 1.665, p = .099), indicating 
approximately equal variances among groups. Results of the t-test indicated no significant 
differences among Identification Accuracy rates on the ACT and students’ reports of being 
bullied. Therefore, this study did not find a relationship between identification accuracy of 
bullying and students’ status as a victim of bullying when victim status was measured using a 
“yes” response to the item asking if they had been bullied during the current school year. 
 To examine the relationship among students’ Total Identification Accuracy on the ACT 
and their reported frequency of being bullied, a Pearson correlation was conducted. Results 
indicated a significant negative correlation among students’ identification accuracy and the 
frequency with which they report being bullied (r = -.252, p = .008). Specifically, results 
indicated that as students’ reported frequency of being bullied decreased, their accurate 
identification of bullying increased. 
 Follow-up Pearson correlations were conducted to examine the relationship between 
identification accuracy on the Aggression with Power Imbalance Only, Aggression with 
Repetition Only, and the Non-Aggression subscales (see Table 17). Results indicated a 
significant correlation between accurate identification on the Aggression with Power Imbalance 
Only subscale and frequency of being bullied (r = -.236, p = .013; see Table 17). Correlations 
among identification accuracy and frequency of being bullied for the Aggression with Repetition 
Only and the Non-Aggression subscales were non-significant (see Table 17). Thus, these results 
suggest a differential relationship between lower reported involvement in bullying and 
identification accuracy on the Not Bullying subscales.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
In much of the school bullying research, students are read a ‘classic definition’ of the 
term bullying and then asked to report the frequency and nature of their experiences with 
bullying. This classic definition specifies that the aggressive acts are bullying if these are meant 
to harm, occur repeatedly, and the victimized students are unable to defend themselves. The 
essential question of this dissertation was whether students accurately use the criteria of this 
definition when reporting their experiences with bullying. 
I hypothesized that students used the term ‘bullying’ to refer to acts of aggression that did 
not meet all these criteria. If this hypothesis was confirmed, it would mean that students’ 
descriptions of bullying experiences could not be used as indices of ‘bullying,’ as the classic 
researchers use the term. I also hypothesized that older students would be more likely than 
younger students to mean the same thing as researchers when describing bullying. If these 
hypotheses were confirmed, it would suggest that students self-report their involvement in 
aggression that does not include repetition and power imbalance when they are asked about their 
involvement in ‘bullying.’ The specific research questions were as follows: 
Research question 1: What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when describing 
instances of aggression that are repeated? 
a. Do 6th, 7th, and 8th graders differ from 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders in using the term 
bullying only when describing instances of aggression that are repeated? 
Research question 2:What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when describing 
instances of aggression that are perpetrated by a more powerful child against a less powerful 
child? 
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a. Do 6th, 7th, and 8th graders differ from 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders in using the term 
bullying only when describing instances of aggression that are perpetrated by 
a more powerful child against a less powerful child?  
Research question 3: What proportion of students use the term ‘bullying’ only when describing 
instances of relational aggression that are both repeated and perpetrated by a more powerful child 
against a less powerful child? 
a. Do 6th, 7th, and 8th graders differ from 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders in using the term 
‘bullying’ only when describing instances of relational aggression that are 
both repeated and perpetrated by a more powerful child against a less 
powerful child? 
b. Do females differ from males in using the term ‘bullying’ only when 
describing instances of relational aggression that are both repeated and 
perpetrated by a more powerful child against a less powerful child? 
Research question 4: Is there a relationship between the accuracy with which students identify 
the cartoon tasks as bullying or not bullying and the frequency with which they report being a 
victim of bullying? 
Research Question One 
This dissertation found that students were significantly more accurate in identifying 
aggressive acts as bullying when these included both repetition and power imbalance than when 
the acts included repetition only. As hypothesized, they mistakenly identified aggressive acts as 
bullying whenever these included a power imbalance even if the aggression occurred one time 
only. These results are not surprising because previous research suggests that students are highly 
unlikely to mention repetition when stating their own definitions of bullying (Monks & Smith, 
84 
 
2006; Vaillancourt et al., 2008). Monks and Smith investigated age differences in students’ 
understanding of bullying. They found that when students categorized cartoons as bullying or not 
bullying, they made their decisions based on the presence or absence of aggression. As is true in 
this dissertation, they also found that students categorized cartoon scenarios as bullying even 
when the cartoon did not depict repeated aggression.  
However, this dissertation did not confirm grade differences in the use of the term 
bullying to describe instances of aggression that were not repeated. These results were surprising 
because previous research has shown that students in lower grades define bullying in more 
simple terms than do students in higher grades (Monks & Smith, 2006). Smith et al. (2002) 
found that 8-year-olds decided whether or not cartoons depicted bullying based on the presence 
or absence of aggression, while 14 year-olds and adults had more complex criteria for bullying 
based on the presence of physical, verbal, and relational aggression.  
Like this dissertation, Vaillancourt et al. (2008) did not find grade differences in students’ 
use of ‘bullying’ to describe both one-time and repeated acts of aggression. They found that 94% 
of students (varying in age from 8 to 18) did not mention that the aggressive acts needed to occur 
repeatedly in order to be called ‘bullying.’ Moreover, older students were no more likely than 
younger students to mention repetition when defining ‘bullying.’ Thus, results to date suggest 
that students of all ages may not consider repetition a necessary element for an aggressive act to 
be called ‘bullying.’  
Research Question Two 
 Research Question Two investigated whether students were more accurate in their use of 
the term ‘bullying’ to describe cartoon scenarios that included both repetition and power 
imbalance than when they included power imbalance only. Results for Research Question Two 
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were similar to those of Research Question One and indicated that students were significantly 
more accurate in their identification of bullying when both repetition and power imbalance were 
present than when power imbalance only was present. As hypothesized, they mistakenly 
identified aggressive acts as bullying when they were repeated even if they occurred between 
cartoon figures of equal power. As with Research Question One, these results were somewhat 
expected, given previous research showing that students do not consider the presence of a power 
imbalance to be a critical component of what makes an aggressive act ‘bullying’ (Monks & 
Smith, 2006; Vaillancourt et al., 2008). For example, Vaillancourt et al. (2008) found that a 
significant proportion of their sample did not include the element of power imbalance in their 
definitions of bullying.  
This dissertation did not confirm grade differences in the use of the term bullying to 
describe instances of aggression in which a power imbalance was absent. These results are 
inconsistent with the results of prior research. Vaillancourt et al. (2008) found a significant 
interaction between the inclusion of power imbalance in students’ definitions of bullying and the 
students’ age. Specifically, older students were significantly more likely than younger students to 
mention power imbalance in their definitions of bullying. One possible explanation for this 
discrepancy between Vaillancourt et al. and this dissertation is that this dissertation had a 
relatively small sample size and unbalanced group sizes, which may have resulted in insufficient 
power to detect age differences (see Table 5). Another possible explanation is that this 
dissertation used a different method to assess identification accuracy. Vaillancourt et al. (2008) 
assessed whether or not students mentioned power differences in their own bullying definitions. 
This dissertation’s method required students to understand that the phrases, “Who is bigger,” 
“Who is smaller,” “Who is younger,” “Does not have any friends,” etc. were indicative of power 
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imbalances stemming from differences in size and social status between figures depicted in the 
cartoons. Prior to completing the ACT, students were not provided with a definition of a power 
imbalance, or examples of what types of differences between students may constitute a power 
imbalance. Therefore, it is possible that elementary and middle schools students did not 
understand the notion of power imbalance, as expressed in the task. Still, if this were true, 
students’ apparent difficulties recognizing power imbalances in the cartoon examples could also 
indicate difficulties recognizing power imbalances when reporting their own experiences with 
bullying.  
Grade differences in identification accuracy of bullying. This dissertation found that 
6
th
, 7
th
, and 8
th
, grade students were significantly more accurate than 2
nd
, 3
rd
, and 4
th
 grade 
students in their identification of ‘bullying’ when the aggression included both repetition and 
power imbalance. This finding is interesting because significant grade differences did not emerge 
among students’ accurate identification of cartoon examples of aggression with power imbalance 
only or aggression with repetition only. However, this finding is consistent with previous 
research that has found older students may have more complex definitions of bullying than 
younger students (e.g., acknowledge verbal and relational forms of bullying, include abstract 
elements such as intent to harm; Monks & Smith, 2006; Smith et al., 2002; Vaillancourt et al., 
2008). Previous research by Vaillancourt et al. and Smith et al. would suggest older students 
would be more likely to recognize that cartoon examples of aggression with power imbalance 
only or aggression with repetition only were not bullying, and be more likely to accurately 
identify ‘bullying’ when examples did include both repetition and power imbalance. One 
possible explanation for this is that older students may have been more likely to accurately 
recognize that cartoon examples were bullying when the examples included repetition and power 
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imbalance, but that they did not consider the presence of both repetition and power imbalance 
necessary to categorize an aggressive example as bullying.  
Research Question Three 
Research Question Three examined students’ accuracy in using ‘bullying’ to refer to 
relational aggression that is both repeated and perpetrated by a stronger student against a weaker 
one. There were no significant grade and gender differences in students’ accurate identification 
of relational bullying. There has been little prior research on age and gender differences in 
students’ definitions of relational bullying. However, there is prior research describing age and 
gender trends in the prevalence of relational bullying, and this prevalence research has had 
mixed results. Some previous studies have shown that older students and females may engage in 
more relational bullying than younger students and males (Archer & Coyne, 2005; Björkqvist et 
al., 1992; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). Other studies have not found age or gender differences 
(Card et al., 2008; Juliano et al., 2006; Kistner et al., 2010). Results of this study support the 
hypothesis that gender has little influence on students’ beliefs that bullying can include relational 
aggression. These results are not unexpected given the variable results from previous research on 
age and gender differences in relational bullying. 
For example, Boulton et al.’s (2002) study investigated the relationships among age and 
gender, students’ reported involvement in bullying, and their definitions of and attitudes towards 
bullying (see p. 50 in Chapter 2 for more details about the methods that Boulton et al. used). 
They found no age or gender differences in students’ reported involvement in relational 
aggression or in their judgments about whether or not relationally aggressive behaviors 
constituted bullying. Interestingly, just 20% of their total sample believed that excluding others 
was a form of bullying.  
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This dissertation’s results are also consistent with Smith et al.’s (2002) study that found 
no support for gender differences in the dimensions that students considered when deciding 
whether a cartoon example was or was not bullying. However, Smith et al. did find age 
differences in the dimensions students used to categorize the cartoons. Older students made 
significantly more judgments about whether a cartoon was bullying based on the severity of 
relational and verbal aggression depicted.  
Other studies have also found that females may have different definitions of bullying than 
do males. Vaillancourt et al. (2008) found that females were more likely than males to include 
relational aggression in their definitions of bullying, regardless of age. However, this dissertation 
required that students recognize relational aggression in cartoon scenarios as bullying. It is 
possible that differences in the methodologies used by Vaillancourt et al. and those used in this 
dissertation may partly explain the discrepant results. Prior research on gender-role socialization 
would suggest that age and gender are likely to influence students’ experiences and the 
development of their schemas about the forms of aggressive behaviors that comprise bullying 
(e.g., Bem, 1984). When students generate their own definitions of bullying, as they were 
required to do by Vaillancourt et al., it is likely that their definitions may be influenced by their 
personal experiences and existing schemas. Alternatively, this dissertation required students to 
recognize relational bullying in cartoon examples, and this recognition task may be less 
influenced by past experiences and existing schemas. Therefore, methodological differences may 
explain the discrepant findings about the relationship between age and gender differences in the 
identification accuracy of relational bullying. 
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Research Question Four 
 Research Question Four examined the relation between students’ accurate identification 
of bullying on the ACT and their self-reported status as a victim of bullying. A significant, 
negative relationship was found in that students who were more accurate in identifying bullying 
on the ACT were less likely to report victimization. These results are consistent with the 
hypothesized relationship between lower accuracy in identifying bullying behaviors and higher 
rates of victimization.  
Results showed that 60.7% of the participating students reported being bullied during the 
school year for which data were collected, while 19.6% of students reported bullying others. The 
large difference between the number of students who reported being bullied and those who 
reported bullying others is consistent with previous prevalence investigations (e.g., Cook et al., 
2010; Glew et al, 2005). In prevalence research, the proportion of students who report being 
bullied ranges from 61% to 11% and the proportion of students who report bullying others 
ranges from 17.9% to 6%. In this dissertation, the proportions of participating students who 
reported being bullied or bullying others fell at the higher end of the range of bullying prevalence 
estimates.  
 Based on higher reports of victimization found in previous research (e.g., DeVoe & 
Bauer, 2010; Hamburger et al., 2011), this dissertation hypothesized that higher prevalence rates 
may be explained by differences in how students and researchers define bullying. Specifically, it 
was hypothesized that students would report more victimization if they used the term bullying to 
describe aggression that was not repeated and did not include a power imbalance. Thus, students 
with a less accurate understanding of the Classic Bully Definition may mis-report their 
involvement in aggression as bullying, and inflate estimated rates of bullying. As was 
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hypothesized, this study found that higher identification accuracy was associated with lower 
rates of involvement in bullying. This finding suggests that as students become more 
conservative in using the term bullying to describe aggressive acts, they may report less bullying. 
Thus, if students do not correctly use the term bullying when describing their own experiences, 
bully surveys may overestimate bullying incidences. 
Only a few prior studies have examined the relation between students’ involvement in 
bullying and their understanding of bullying. Monks and Smith (2006) found that students’ peer 
nominations as ‘involved in bullying’ were not associated with their accurate categorization of 
cartoons as bullying or not bullying. However, their participating students were not presented 
with the Classic Bully Definition prior to completing the task, and their study used a relatively 
small sample (N = 99) of 4- and 6-year-olds. Boulton et al. also (2002) failed to find an 
association between11-through 15-year-olds’ descriptions of bullying and their self- reported 
involvement in bullying. Students in Boulton et al.’s study were also not provided with the 
Classic Bully Definition. Therefore, these studies did not directly examine the relationship 
between students’ accurate application of the Classic Bully Definition and their self-reported 
involvement in bullying. Rather they investigated how students’ personal experiences with 
bullying may have influenced the definitions of bullying they developed independently. It is 
perhaps not unexpected that there was not a significant relationship between students’ 
descriptions of bullying and measures of their involvement in bullying.  
One alternative explanation for the relationship between higher identification accuracy 
and lower reports of being bullied may be the negative association between academic 
performance and involvement in bullying (Mehta, Cornell, Fan & Gregory, 2013). Prior research 
has consistently demonstrated that high academic achievement and school engagement may 
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buffer students from victimization (Doll et al., 2011). Other studies have found a strong 
association between involvement in bullying and poor academic achievement (Beran et al., 2008; 
Rose, 2011). This association may partly explain why students who comprehend and accurately 
apply the Classic Bully Definition report less bullying. This dissertation did not directly examine 
the specific contribution of academic achievement to the association between higher 
identification accuracy and lower rates of bullying. Instead it is possible that students who 
understand the Classic Bully Definition use it more stringently to refer to their own experiences 
being bullied, and are less likely to identify spurious aggression as bullying. Therefore, their self-
reports of bullying may be appropriately lower than students who do not accurately apply the 
Classic Bully Definition when reporting their own experiences as a victim of bullying. 
A third possible explanation for the higher rates of reported involvement in bullying in 
this dissertation may be the emphasis on the confidential nature of the data being collected. 
Measures were administered as part of a research study and not a standard school procedure; 
students may have felt more comfortable reporting their involvement to an individual who was 
not affiliated with their school. In addition, the confidential nature of the study was emphasized 
during the assent process. When similar self-report surveys are administered by teachers or other 
school staff, they may not emphasize the anonymous or confidential nature of students’ 
responses. However, it is also likely that prior prevalence investigations completed a similar 
assent process. Therefore, it is also possible that the higher prevalence rates in this dissertation 
reflect higher rates of bullying in this sample.  
Limitations of the Study 
There were several limitations to this study. First, the sample was comprised of students 
participating in an after school program. The demographics of the programs were representative 
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of the schools affiliated with the after school programs, and these adequately represented the 
school district in which the study was conducted. However, true random sampling from the 
elementary and middle school populations did not occur. Therefore, current trends in 
identification accuracy of bullying and the relationship between involvement in bullying and 
identification accuracy should be generalized to other populations with caution.  
In addition, the sample size of 112 may have been too small to adequately detect small 
grade and gender differences in identification accuracy. While results of the power analysis 
suggested sufficient power was available to detect grade and gender differences in this 
dissertation’s hypotheses, it is possible that given a larger sample and more balanced groups of 
students in higher and lower grades, results may have revealed differences consistent with prior 
research suggesting a relationship between grade, gender, and students’ identification accuracy 
bullying.  
 Randomly surveying all elementary and middle school students during the regular school 
day would have minimized the influence of possible sampling biases (Babie, 1989). However, 
school district policies made it impossible to conduct this dissertation during regular school 
hours. In addition, true random sampling would have required mailing consent letters to parents, 
asking them to read, sign, and return the letters to the school in a timely fashion. Logistical 
difficulties associated with securing parental written consent would have limited the number of 
students who participated in the study. For example, they may have had reduced opportunities to 
participate by low income and high mobility students for whom schools did not have accurate 
mailing addresses.   
 Although this dissertation’s measures were carefully selected, there were limitations to 
the assessment of students’ understanding of  ‘bullying’ using the ACT. Data from the ACT were 
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characterized by non-normality and homogeneity of variance. There were only two items that 
assessed students’ accurate identification of relational bullying. Thus, the task may not have been 
fully sensitive to variation in students’ accurate identification of bullying. Though, the 
homogeneity of variance on the ACT may also suggest that students did not differ in their 
performance when identifying what is and what is not bullying, raising questions about how 
bullying is defined by students and researchers. 
It is also possible that the novelty of the ACT may have confused some students. While 
students appeared to understand the instructions for the task, completed the task quickly, and 
rarely asked questions, the ACT may have been improved by more specific instructions. For 
example, providing students with clarification about how the elements of repetition and power 
imbalance were depicted in the cartoon captions may have yielded more variability in results. 
However, this type of direct instruction in the ACT and the Classic Bully Definition would have 
been well beyond the methods used in typical research using bullying surveys and would not 
have allowed the investigation of trends in students’ baseline application of the Classic Bully 
Definition when reporting their involvement in bullying.  
Future Research and Implications for Practice  
This dissertation lends preliminary support to the hypothesis that students may not be 
using researchers’ Classic Bully Definition when completing bullying surveys, and that they may 
not attend to the requirements for repetition and power imbalance when determining what is and 
what is not bullying. Students were significantly more accurate in identifying bullying on the 
Bullying subscale of the ACT when it included both repetition and power imbalance. They were 
significantly less accurate in identifying ‘not bullying’ situations when aggression was present 
but repetition or power imbalance were not present.  They were more likely to identify these 
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behaviors as ‘bullying’ than would be expected due to chance alone. Thus, students’ self-reports 
of their involvement in bullying may be distorted by definitional differences.   
Future research should address the limitations of this dissertation (e.g., small sample size, 
conducted with students in after school programs, limited measures) and replicate the procedures 
with a larger, more diverse sample and refined measures. Also, future research should examine 
how direct instruction in applying the Classic Bully Definition to cartoon scenarios on the ACT 
may be associated with trends in students’ identification accuracy of bullying and their reported 
involvement in bullying. Researchers could investigate use of the ACT to educate students to 
recognize repetition and power imbalance in aggressive interactions. For example, researchers 
could administer the ACT, provide feedback to students about the accuracy of their responses, 
and deliver additional instruction to help students recognize bullying only when repetition and 
power imbalance are both included in aggressive scenarios. Direct instruction in the application 
of the Classic Bully Definition using the ACT could promote students’ accurate identification of 
bullying as researchers have defined it and increase the reliability and validity of bully 
prevalence data. 
In addition, this dissertation found that students’ accurate identification of bullying may 
be negatively related to the frequency with which they report being bullied. Students reported 
less victimization on the Bully Survey (Swearer, 2001) when they were more accurate on the 
ACT in identifying bullying only when repetition and power imbalance were present. Future 
research should attempt to replicate this pattern of results to determine if differences in students’ 
accurate identification of bullying are predictably related to differences in their reported rates of 
victimization.  
95 
 
The results of this dissertation have important implications for the current knowledge 
base about bullying prevalence data. Self-report surveys assume that students are using the 
Classic Bully Definition when reporting the prevalence of bullying and when monitoring 
changes in bullying behavior following intervention. This dissertation suggests that these 
methods may provide inaccurate data about the occurrence of bullying because students and 
researchers may not share a common definition of the behaviors that comprise bullying. While 
this dissertation’s procedures do not demonstrate that students unequivocally do not understand 
researchers’ definition, the results do raise doubts about whether students are using the specific 
definition when they report their involvement in bullying. Because students may not accurately 
apply the Classic Bully Definition when they self-report their involvement in bullying, using 
self-reports as the primary source of data about the prevalence of bullying may provide 
inaccurate information about the prevalence of bullying, as researchers have defined it.  
 The results of this dissertation also have implications for practice. Differences in 
students’ and researchers’ use of the term ‘bullying’ do not mean that bully survey data should 
not be used as a measure of students’ involvement in bullying. Rather, self-report bully surveys 
could be supplemented by peer-nominations and teacher and parent reports of perceived 
involvement in bullying (Phillips & Cornell, 2011). However, logistical constraints associated 
with the use of these measures discussed on pp. 27-37 make it likely that self-report surveys will 
continue to be the primary method used to measure bullying.  
While this dissertation’s findings suggest that students do not believe that both repetition 
and power imbalance are necessary for an aggressive cartoon example to be called bullying, the 
results also provided evidence that students are highly likely to recognize cartoon examples as 
bullying when they include both repetition and power imbalance. These results imply that 
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students have broader definitions of bullying than researchers. Students’ performance on the 
ACT suggests that when they read the Classic Bully Definition, they were not likely to use it to 
shape their subjective experiences and perceptions of what it is and what is not bullying. Because 
bullying is most likely to occur when adults are not present, and the social and emotional effects 
of bullying are unobservable, students’ perceptions are essential for measuring the occurrence of 
bullying. Regardless of how consistently students use the Classic Bully Definition when 
reporting their involvement in bullying, students’ subjective perceptions are still paramount 
when investigating and responding to reports of their involvement in bullying. Despite questions 
raised by this dissertation about the use of bullying prevalence estimates collected in bully 
surveys, students’ self-reports are still valuable indices of the extent to which students perceive 
that they are involved in bullying 
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Table 1  
Technical Properties of Peer Nominations 
Measure with Citation 
 
Question Format Number 
of Items 
Internal 
Consistency 
Validity Evidence 
Roster and 
Rating 
Limited 
List 
Unlimited 
List 
Cerezo and Ato (2005) 
 
 BULL-S 
Questionnaire 
 ✓  10 Aggression,  
 = .82 
 
Victimization, 
 = .83 
Factorial validity of the 10 peer 
nomination items using  
VARIMAX rotation explained 
75.6% of the total variance. 
 
Items loaded on 2 distinct factors; 
Items loaded .86 on a Victimization 
factor and .84 on a Bullying factor.  
 
Crick, Casas, and Ku (1999) 
 
 Peer nominations of 
acceptance, 
Prosocial Behavior 
Scale of the 
Preschool Social 
Behavior Scale 
✓ 
 
 
  Not 
Reported 
Not Reported Not Reported 
 
 
 
1
2
0
 
 
Measure with Citation 
 
Question Format Number 
of Items 
Internal 
Consistency 
Validity Evidence 
Roster and 
Rating 
Limited 
List 
Unlimited 
List 
Crick and Grotpeter (1995) 
 
 Peer Nomination  
Instrument; 
Relational 
Aggression, Overt 
Aggression, 
Prosocial Behavior, 
and Isolation Scales 
 
 
✓ 
 
 
 
 
19 Relational 
Aggression,                  
 = .83 
 
Overt 
Aggression, 
 =.94 
 
Prosocial 
Behavior,  
 = .91 
 
Isolation,  
 = .92 
 
Principal 
components factor analysis with 
VARIMAX rotations yielded four 
distinct factors, corresponding to 
each scale. Factors explained 
79.1% of variance. Items loaded 
highest on factors for their 
respective scales. 
DeRosier (2004) 
 
 Peer Nomination 
Measure (Coie, 
Dodge, & 
Coppotelli, 1982) 
 
  
 
✓ 
 
Not 
Reported 
Not Reported Not Reported 
 
 
 
1
2
1
 
 
Measure with Citation 
 
Question Format Number 
of Items 
Internal 
Consistency 
Validity Evidence 
Roster and 
Rating 
Limited 
List 
Unlimited 
List 
Farmer et al. (2010) 
 
 Unnamed Measure; 
Aggression, 
Prosocial Skills, 
Social Prominence, 
and Internalizing 
Behavior Scales 
 ✓ 
 
 17 
 
Aggression, 
= .90 
 
Prosocial 
Skills, 
= .84 
 
Social 
Prominence, 
= .82 
 
Internalizing 
Behavior, 
 = .60 
 
Not Reported 
Fox and Boulton (2006) 
 
 Peer Nomination 
Inventory; Social 
Skills Problems, 
Peer Victimization, 
scales, sociometric 
and items 
 ✓ 
 
 
 
✓ 
 
 
14 Social Skills 
Problems, 
 = .92 
 
Peer 
Victimization, 
 = .92 
 
Coefficient 
alphas not 
reported for 
sociometric 
items 
Factor analysis for the Social Skills 
Problems scale yielded a one-factor 
solution that accounted for 66.06% 
of the variance. 
 
Validity data not reported for the 
other scales. 
 
 
 
1
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Measure with Citation 
 
Question Format Number 
of Items 
Internal 
Consistency 
Validity Evidence 
Roster and 
Rating 
Limited 
List 
Unlimited 
List 
Gini, Albeiro, Benelli, & 
Altoe (2008) 
 
 Participant Role 
Scales; Defender and 
Outsider scales  
(Salmivalli, 
Lagerspetz, 
Björkqvist, 
Osterman,  & 
Kaukiainen, 1996) 
✓ 
 
✓ 
 
 Not 
Reported 
Defender scale, 
= .76 
 
Outsider scale, 
= .64 
The Defender and Outsider scales 
loaded onto two independent 
factors. 
 
Defender scale was significantly 
and positively correlated with 
measures of self-efficacy, empathic 
concern, and perspective taking. 
 
Outsider scale was significantly and 
negatively correlated with a 
measure of self-efficacy. 
 
Grotpeter and Crick (1996) 
 
 Adapted Peer 
Nomination 
Instrument; 
Relational 
Aggression scale, 
Overt Aggression 
scale, and Prosocial 
Behavior scale 
 ✓ 
 
 14 
 
Not Reported Relational Aggression factor 
loadings ranged  
from .85-.91. 
 
Overt Aggression factor loadings 
ranged from .88-.91. 
 
Prosocial Behavior factor loadings 
ranged from .78-.87. 
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Measure with Citation 
 
Question Format Number 
of Items 
Internal 
Consistency 
 
Validity Evidence Roster and 
Rating 
Limited 
List 
Unlimited 
List 
Juvonen et al. (2003) 
 
 Unspecified peer 
nomination measure 
of bullying and 
victimization 
 
 ✓ 
 
 6 
 
Bullying items, 
 = .90 
 
Victimization 
items,  
 = .87 
Not Reported 
Ladd and Kochenderfer-
Ladd (2002) 
 
 General peer 
nomination 
inventory to measure 
physical and verbal 
aggression 
 
 ✓ 
 
 Not 
Reported 
 
= .46 to .85  Confirmatory factor analyses of the 
victimization items showed that a 
model with Physical and Verbal 
Victimization factors fit the data 
best. 
Leff et al. (1999) 
 
 Modified version of 
the Peer Nomination 
Inventory (PNI; 
Perry et al., 1988) 
 
 ✓ 
 
 2 Not Reported Not Reported 
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Measure with Citation 
Question Format 
Number 
of Items 
Internal 
Consistency 
 
 
Roster and 
Rating 
Limited 
List 
Unlimited 
List 
Validity Evidence 
Mahady, Craig, and Craig 
(2000) 
 
 Class play format of 
the Modified Peer 
Nomination 
Inventory (MPNI; 
Masten, Morison, & 
Pellegrini, 1985; 
Perry et al., 1988) 
 
  ✓ 
 
Not 
Reported 
Not Reported Not Reported 
Pellegrini and Bartini (2000) 
 
 
 Bullying and 
Victimization scales 
 
 ✓ 
 
✓ 
 
42 Bullying,  
 = .92 
 
Victimization
 = .95 
Both peer nomination measures 
were  significantly correlated with 
each other and with direct 
observations of peer aggression, 
teacher reports of aggression, and 
student diary reports of 
involvement in aggression.  
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Table 2 
Technical Properties of Self-Report Bullying Surveys that Provide a Definition 
Measure with Citation Definition 
Number of 
Items 
Internal Consistency Validity Evidence 
Bandyopadhyay, Cornell, & 
Konold, (2009) 
 
 School Climate Bullying 
Survey (SCBS; Cornell 
& Sheras, 2003) 
 
The use of one’s strength 
or status to injure, threaten, 
or humiliate another 
person. Bullying can be 
physical, verbal, or social. 
It is not bullying when two 
students of about the same 
strength argue or fight. (p. 
342) 
 
45 Prevalence of Teasing 
and Bullying 
subscale,  =  .65  
 
Aggressive Attitudes 
subscale,  = .80 
 
Willingness to Seek 
Help subscale,  
 =  .80 
 
 
Exploratory and 
confirmatory factor 
analyses yielded 
reasonable fit for 20 items 
on their respective scales.  
 
Regression analyses  
suggested the three scales 
were strongly associated 
with indicators of social 
and behavioral difficulties 
at school.  
 
Beran and Shapiro (2005) 
 
 Bullying questionnaire  
 
 
Repetitive aggression 
directed at a peer who is 
unable to defend him or 
herself. Unlike reciprocal 
aggression where children 
exert force against each 
other, bullying is directed 
from one peer against 
another peer who is unable 
to stop the aggression. The 
type of aggression is 
typically categorized 
according to whether or 
not the victim directly or 
indirectly experiences an 
attack from an aggressor. 
22 Bullying items,  
 =  .78 
 
Authors report 
internal consistency 
for other items was 
low, but do not report 
specific values 
Not Reported 
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Measure with Citation Definition 
Number of 
Items 
Internal Consistency Validity Evidence 
(p. 701) 
 
Bradshaw, Sawyer, and 
O’Brennan (2007) 
 
 Web-based survey of 
experiences with 
bullying, beliefs about 
aggression, adapted 
from other measures on 
school climate, bullying, 
and aggression  (Nansel, 
2001 et al.; Solberg & 
Olweus, 2003) 
 
When a person or group of 
people repeatedly say or do 
mean or hurtful things to 
someone on purpose. 
Bullying includes things 
like teasing, hitting, 
threatening, name-calling, 
ignoring, and leaving 
someone out on purpose. 
(p. 364) 
16 Not Reported Not Reported 
Chapell, Hasselman, Kitchin, 
Lomon, MacIver, 
and Sarullo (2006) 
 
 Adapted Olweus 
Bully/Victim 
Questionnaire (1996) 
As a student you are being 
bullied 
when someone who is 
more powerful than you 
repeatedly tries to hurt you 
by: (1) attacking you 
verbally, using harmful 
words, names, or threats, 
(2) attacking you 
physically, (3) 
intentionally isolating you 
or excluding you from a 
social group. (p. 636) 
 
32 Not Reported Not Reported 
Cornell and Sheras (2003) 
 
Bullying is defined as the 
use of one’s strength or 
7 Bullying items Not Reported Phillips and Cornell 
(2011) report validity 
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Measure with Citation Definition 
Number of 
Items 
Internal Consistency Validity Evidence 
 Bullying items taken 
from the School Climate 
Bullying Survey 
 
popularity to injure, 
threaten, or embarrass 
another person. Bullying 
can be physical, verbal, or 
social. It is not bullying 
when two students of about 
the same strength fight.  
(p. 8) 
 
evidence through strong 
correlations among the 
bullying items and peer 
and teacher nominations. 
 
Nansel et al. (2001) 
 
 Health Behavior of 
School-aged Children 
survey (HBSC) 
 
We say a student is 
BEING BULLIED when 
another student, or a group 
of students, say or do nasty 
and unpleasant things to 
him or her. It is also 
bullying when a student is 
teased repeatedly 
in a way he or she doesn’t 
like. But it is NOT 
BULLYING when two 
students of about the same 
strength quarrel or fight. 
(p. 2095) 
 
9 Not Reported Students who bullied, 
victimized, or who bullied 
and were victimized had 
poorer psychosocial 
outcomes than students 
not involved in bullying. 
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Measure with Citation Definition 
Number of 
Items 
Internal Consistency Validity Evidence 
Rivers, Noret, Poteat, and 
Ashurst (2009) 
 
 Adapted items from 
Olweus Bully/ Victim 
measure (1994), 
included an extended list 
of bullying behaviors 
not found in the original 
version of the 
questionnaire 
 
Specific definition not 
provided. 
 
15 Victimization,  
 = .68 
Experienced,   
 =  .65 
Witnessing, 
 = .79 
Perpetrating bullying, 
witnessing bullying and 
being a victim of bullying 
was significantly 
correlated with mental 
health risks including 
somatic complaints, 
depression, hostility, and 
anxiety. 
Salmivalli et al. (2005) 
 
 Adapted measure of 
Observed Bullying, 
Experienced Bullying, 
and Attitudes towards 
Bullying 
It is bullying when)… One 
child is repeatedly exposed 
to harassment and attacks 
from one or several other 
children. Harassment and 
attacks may be, for 
example, shoving or hitting 
the other one, calling 
him/her names or making 
jokes about him/her, 
leaving him/her outside the 
group, taking his/her 
things, or any other 
behavior meant to hurt the 
other one.’ It was further 
pointed out that, ‘It is not 
bullying when two 
students with equal 
strength or equal power 
28 Observed Bullying, 
 = .86  
 
Experienced Bullying, 
 = .86  
 
Attitudes Towards 
Bullying,  
= .75 
Not Reported 
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Measure with Citation Definition 
Number of 
Items 
Internal Consistency Validity Evidence 
have a fight, or when 
someone is occasionally 
teased, but it is bullying, 
when the feelings of one 
and the same student are 
intentionally and 
repeatedly hurt. (p. 472) 
 
Solberg and Olweus (2003) 
 
 Revised Olweus Bully/ 
Victim Questionnaire 
(1996) 
 
We say a student is being 
bullied when another 
student or several other 
students say mean and 
hurtful things or make fun 
of him or her or call him or 
her mean and hurtful 
names, completely ignore 
or exclude him or her from 
their group of friends, or 
leave him or her out of 
things on purpose, hit, 
kick, push, shove around, 
or threaten him or her, tell 
lies or spread false rumors 
about him or her, or send 
mean notes and try to make 
other students dislike him 
or her, and do other hurtful 
things like that. These 
things may take place 
frequently, and it is 
difficult for the student 
36 
 
 
Reports of Being 
Bullied,  = .88 
 
Reports of Bullying 
Others,  = .87 
 
 
Reports of being 
victimized were 
significantly correlated 
with students’ reports of 
social disintegration, 
negative self-perceptions, 
and depression. 
 
 Reports of bullying 
others correlated 
significantly with their 
reports of engaging in 
antisocial behavior and 
aggressive behavior. 
 
 
 
1
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Measure with Citation Definition 
Number of 
Items 
Internal Consistency Validity Evidence 
being bullied to defend 
himself or herself. It is also 
bullying when a student is 
teased repeatedly in a 
mean and hurtful way. But 
we don’t call it bullying 
when the teasing is done in 
a friendly and playful way. 
Also, it is not bullying 
when two students of about 
the same strength or power 
argue or fight (p. 246).  
 
Swearer, Turner, Givens, and 
Pollack (2008) 
 
 The Bully Survey, 
includes Bully 
Attitudinal scale and 
Verbal and Physical 
Bullying scales 
 
“Bullying happens when 
someone hurts or scares 
another person on 
purpose and the person 
being bullied has a hard 
time defending himself or 
herself. Usually, bullying 
happens over and over. 
Examples of bullying are: 
Punching, shoving and 
other acts that hurt people 
physically, spreading bad 
rumors about people, 
keeping certain people out 
of a group, teasing people 
in a mean way, getting 
certain people to ‘gang up’ 
on others. (p. 1) 
14 items on the 
Bully 
Attitudinal scale 
 
11 items on the 
Verbal and 
Physical 
Bullying scale 
Bully Attitudinal 
scale,  = .71 
 
Verbal and Physical 
Bullying scale, 
 = .87 
 
 
 
Factor analysis with 
VARIMAX rotation of the 
Verbal and Physical 
Bullying scale revealed a 
two-factor solution, with 
verbal bullying items 
explaining approximately 
34.23% of variance and 
physical bullying items 
explaining approximately 
23.43% of variance.  
 
Swearer and Cary (2003) 
found that students 
identified as someone who 
bullies using the BYS, had 
the highest number of 
office referrals compared 
 
 
 
1
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Measure with Citation Definition 
Number of 
Items 
Internal Consistency Validity Evidence 
with students identified as 
victims, bully-victims, 
and those who were not 
involved in bullying. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
1
3
2
 
 
Table 3  
Technical Properties of Self Report Surveys that do not provide a Definition of Bullying 
Measure with Citation 
Number 
of Items 
Internal Consistency Validity Evidence 
Andreou, Vlachou, and Didaskalou (2005) 
 
 Peer Victimization and Bullying Behavior 
scales (Austin & Joseph, 1996) 
 
12 Peer Victimization scale,  
 = .80 
 
Bullying Behavior scale,  
= .71 
 
Not Reported 
Beran, Hughes, and Lupart (2008) 
 
 Assessed bullying with two questions,  “I 
am bullied in school” and “I am bullied 
on my way to and from school” (p. 28). 
2 Not Reported Being bullied at school was significantly 
and negatively correlated with 
achievement in reading, math, and 
writing, as well as direction following, 
and parental support of teacher. 
 
DeRosier (2004)  
 
 Social Interactions Survey (DeRosier, 
2002) 
 
 
10 Not Reported Not Reported 
Demaray and Malecki (2003) 
 
 Bully Questionnaire, items were adapted 
from The Bully Survey (Swearer, 2001) 
and the National School Crime and Safety 
Survey (Kingery, 2001); Victim and Bully 
scales 
 
18 Victim scale,  
= .82 
 
Bully scale, 
 = .87 
Not Reported 
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Measure with Citation 
Number 
of Items 
Internal Consistency Validity Evidence 
Espelage and Holt (2001) 
 
 Illinois Bully Survey; Fighting scale, 
Bullying scale, Victimization scale 
 
 
 
 
5 items, 
Fighting 
scale 
 
9 items, 
Bullying 
scale 
 
4 items, 
Victimiza
tion scale 
Fighting scale,  
 = .83 
 
Bullying scale,  
 = .87 
 
Victimization scale, 
  = .87 
 
Exploratory and confirmatory factor 
analyses were conducted on all 
subscales. Factor loadings for the 
Bullying scale ranged from .52 to .75 and 
accounted for 31% of the variance on the 
larger scale.  
 
Bullying behavior subscale was 
significantly correlated (r = .65) with the 
Youth Self-Report Aggression scale 
(Achenbach, 1991). 
 
Fighting and Bullying scales were 
moderately correlated (r = .21). 
 
Fleming and Jacobsen (2009)  
 
 Global School-Based Health Survey 
 
 
Not 
Reported 
 
 
Not Reported 
 
 
Not Reported 
 
Reynolds (2003) 
 
 Reynolds Bully Victimization scale; Bully 
subscale, Victimization subscale 
 
 
 
 
46 (Reynolds reports a range 
across scales) 
 
Coefficient ’s  = .87 to .96 
 
Large correlation between the Bully 
Scale (r = .54) and the Beck Youth 
Inventory Disruptive Scale (BYI; Beck, 
Beck, & Jolly, 2001). 
 
Large correlations with the Victimization 
Scale and the BYI Anger scale (r = .61), 
Anxiety scale (r = .58), and the 
Depression scale (r = .54). 
 
 
134 
 
 
 
Table 4 
Variables Measured 
 
Variable  Measure Nature of 
Data 
Range of Scores 
Identification Accuracy 
        Bullying 
The number of times students 
accurately identify cartoons 
with repetition and a power 
imbalance as bullying 
Frequency 0-6 
  
   
       Power Imbalance Only 
 
The number of times students 
accurately identify cartoons 
with only power imbalance as 
not bullying  
Frequency 0-6 
  
   
       Repetition Only  
 
The number of times students 
accurately identify cartoons 
with only repetition as not 
bullying  
Frequency 0-6 
  
   
        Not Aggression 
The number of times students 
accurately identify cartoons 
without repetition, power 
imbalance, and intent to harm 
as not bullying 
Frequency 0-4 
 
    
        Relational Bullying 
The number of times students 
identify a cartoon with 
relational aggression, 
repetition and a power 
imbalance as bullying 
Frequency 0-2 
     
Total Identification     
Accuracy 
 Measures students’ 
discrimination between 
bullying and other forms of 
aggression 
Frequency 0-22 
Experiences Being 
Bullied  
 
  
Ordinal 1-5 
135 
 
 
 
Variable  Measure Nature of 
Data 
Range of Scores 
Grade 
 Self-report Categorical Group1, 2 
 
    
Gender 
 Self-report Categorical Male, Female 
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Table 5 
Participant Demographics 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Characteristic 
Total 
(N = 112) 
Male 
(n = 51) 
Female 
(n = 61) 
Male 51(45.5%) -- -- 
Female 61 (54.5%) -- -- 
Ethnicity 
 White/Caucasian 72 (64.3%) 28 44 
 Latino/Hispanic 7 (6.3%) 5 2 
 Biracial 16 (14.3%) 11 5 
 
Black/African American 11(9.8%) 5 6 
 Middle Eastern 1(.9%) 1 0 
 Asian 4 (3.6%) 1 3 
Grade    
 2nd, 3rd, 4th 71 (63.4%) 35 36 
 6th, 7th, 8th 41(36.6%) 25 16 
Cartoon 1st 59 (52.7%) 26 33 
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Table 6 
Response Rates 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Site First Round 
 
Second Round 
 
 
One 
 
 47.5% -- 
 
Two 
 
25% 56.7% 
 
Three 
 
58% -- 
 
Four 
 
40s% -- 
 
Five 
8.3% 
 
24.6% 
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Table 8 
Identification Accuracy Descriptive Statistics 
 
Score 
M 
(N = 112) 
 
SD 
 
Skewness Kurtosis 
 
Bullying  
 
96% .112 11.9 15.5 
 
Aggression with 
Power Imbalance 
Only 
 
19% .257 6.3 3.2 
 
Aggression with 
Repetition Only 
 
7% .147 13.7 24.15 
 
Non-Aggression 
 
90% .191 11.7 
 
18.9 
 
 
Relational  
Bullying 
94% 
 
.21 
 
 
15.8 
 
26.7 
Total  53% .008 1.5 1.6 
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Table 9 
Identification Accuracy Means and Standard Deviations by Grade and Gender 
 
Subscale N Mean Standard Deviation Cohen’s D 
Bullying*     
 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 71 93.9% 0.13  
0.41 6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th
 41 98.4% 0.06 
Male 51 95.4% 0.12 
0.02 
Female 61 95.6% 0.10 
Aggression with Power Imbalance Only 
 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 71 17.1% 0.27  
0.17 
 6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th
 41 21.5% 0.24 
Male 51 19.9% 0.27 
-.009 
Female 61 17.8% 0.24 
Aggression with Repetition Only 
 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 71 7.8% 0.17 -0.22 
 6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th
 41 4.5% 0.08 
Male 51 9.45% 0.18 
-0.04 
Female 61 4.1% 0.11 
Relational Bullying 
 2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 71 92.3% .23 
0.19 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th
 41 96.3% .17 
Male 51 92.2% .25 
0.13 
Female 61 95% .18 
Non-Aggression 
 2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 71 88.4% .21 
0.26 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th
 41 93.3% .13 
Male 51 90.7% 0.2 
-0.05 
Female 61 89.8% 0.18 
 
 
 
 
1
4
0
 
Note. *p = .037, = .05. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Total Identification Accuracy 
 2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 71 51.8% .092  
0.31 6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th
 41 54.4% .078 
Male 51 53.9% .09 
-0.25 
Female 61 51.8% .08 
 
 
 
 
1
4
1
 
 
Table 10 
Identification Accuracy per Item 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Item 
 
Bullying or Not 
Bullying 
Number Yes –
(Percent) 
 
Number No 
(Percent) 
1. Tiffany starts a fight with Wendy who is smaller. This 
happens everyday. 
Bullying 108 (96.4%)✓ 4 (3.6%) 
2. Mary starts a fight with Linda who is smaller. This happens 
everyday. 
Bullying 107 (95.5%)✓ 5 (4.5%) 
3. Ann says mean things to Debbie every week. Debbie is 
younger. 
Bullying 109 (95.5%)✓ 3 (2.7%) 
4. Danielle says mean things to Janet everyday. Janet does not 
have any friends. 
Bullying 108 (96.4%)✓ 4 (3.6%) 
5. Natalie and all of her friends never let Jean play. Bullying 107 (95.5%)✓ 5 (4.5%) 
6. The other students never let Karen play soccer. Bullying 103 (92.0%)✓ 9 (8.0%) 
7. Today, Kim says mean things to Victoria, who is smaller. Not Bullying 103 (95.5%) 9 (2.7 %)✓ 
8. One time, Jenny and her friends wouldn’t let Claire play with 
them. 
Not Bullying 83 (74.1%) 29 (25.9%) ✓ 
9. One day, Sally and her friends start to fight with Kirsty. Not Bullying 96 (85.7%) 16 (14.3%)✓ 
10. Helen and Jo don’t like each other and one time they started 
to argue. Jo is older than Helen. 
Not Bullying 71 (63.4%) 41 (36.6%)✓ 
11. One time, Samantha starts a fight with Fatima because Fatima 
said Samantha was stupid. Fatima has fewer friends than 
Samantha. 
Not Bullying 93 (83.%) 19 (17%)✓ 
12. Today, Keely told everyone not to talk to Anna. Not Bullying 100 (89.3%) 12 (10.7%)✓ 
13. Hilary starts a fight with Rosalind every break time. Not Bullying 106 (94.6%) 6 (5.4%)✓ 
14. Sara tells Allison that if she doesn’t give her money, she will 
hit her. This happens every lunch time. 
Not Bullying 108 (96.4%) 4 (3.6%)✓ 
15. Kimmy never lets Bella play. Not Bullying 110 (98.2%) 2 (1.8%)✓ 
16. Fran and Melanie are friends. Fran and Melanie tell their 
friends mean stories about each other everyday. 
Not Bullying 91 (81.3%) 21 (18.8%)✓ 
17. Julia says mean things to Lisa everyday. Not Bullying 108 (96.4%) 4 (3.6%)✓ 
18. Elaine makes fun of Sue’s hair. Sue gets upset. This happens 
everyday. 
Not Bullying 105 (93.8%) 7 (6.3%)✓ 
19. Rosie makes fun of Mandy’s hair. They both laugh. Not Bullying 30 (20.68%) 82 (73.2%)✓ 
20. Emma asks Heidi if she would like to play. Not Bullying 2 (1.8%) 110 (98.2%)✓ 
21. Lisa borrows Helena’s ruler and accidentally breaks it. Not Bullying 9 (8.0%) 103 (92%)✓ 
22. May forgot her pen so June lends her one of hers. 
 
Not Bullying 9 (8%) 103 (97.3%)✓ 
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Table 11 
Bullying Experiences Skewness and Kurtosis 
 
Score Skewness Kurtosis 
 
Frequency Being 
Bullied 
 
2.4 -2.0 
 
Frequency 
Bullying Others 
 
9.4 7.5 
 
 
 
Table 12 
Bully/Victim Status 
 
 No Yes 
 
Have you been bullied this school year? 
 
44 (39.3%) 68 (60.7%) 
Have you bullied anyone this school year? 
 
90 (80.4%) 
 
22 (19.6%) 
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Table 13 
Experiences Being Bullied and Bullying others 
 
 
Total 
(N =112) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th 
Grades
 
(n = 71) 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th 
Grades
 
(n = 41) 
 
Frequency Being Bullied 
 
   
Not bullied in past year 44 (39.3%) 31(43.7%) 13 (31.7%) 
Bullied monthly 31(27.7%) 17 (23.9%) 14 (34.1%) 
Bullied weekly 23 (20.5%) 11 (15.5%) 12 (29.3%) 
Bullied daily 14 (12.4%) 12 (16.9%) 2 (4.8%) 
 
Frequency Bullying Others 
 
Did not bully in past year 90 (80.3%) 63(88.7%) 27 (65.9%) 
Bullied monthly 8 (7.1%) 2 (2.8%) 6 (14.6%) 
Bullied weekly 9 (8.0%) 2 (2.8%) 7 (17.1%) 
Bullied daily 5 (4.5%) 4 (5.6%) 1 (2.4%) 
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Table 14 
Verbal and Physical Bullying Frequency 
Scale Item Grade Never  Rarely  Sometimes  
 
Often 
 
Always  
Called me names 
Total 9 (8%) 22 (19.6%) 17 (15.2%) 9 (8.0%) 11 (9.8%) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 6 (8.5%) 13 (18.3%) 11(15.5%) 4 (5.6%) 5 (7%) 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th 
2 (4.9%) 9 (21.9%) 6 (14.6%) 5 (12.2%) 6 (14.6%) 
Made fun of me 
Total 13 (11.6%) 13 (11.6%) 15 (13.4%) 14 (12.5%) 13 (11.6%) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 10 (14.1%) 4 (5.6%) 10 (14.1%) 8 (19.5%) 8 (19.5%) 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th 
3 (7.3%) 9 (21.9%) 5 (12.2%) 6 14.6%) 5 (12.2%) 
Said they will do bad things to me 
Total 31 (27.7%) 10 (8.9%) 14 (12.5%) 6 (5.4%) 6 (5.4%) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 17 (23.9%) 6 (8.5%) 8 (19.5%) 3 (4.2%) 5 (7%) 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th 
14 (34.1%) 4 (9.8%) 6 (14.6%) 3 (7.3%) 1 (2.4%) 
Played jokes on me 
Total 31 (27.7%) 11 (9.8%) 14 (12.5%) 5 (4.5%) 7 (6.3%) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 14 (19.7%) 7 (9.9%) 10 (14.1%) 3 (4.2%) 6 (8.5%) 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th 
17 (41.4%) 4 (9.8%) 4 (9.8%) 2 (4.9%) 1 (2.4%) 
Wouldn’t let me be a part of their group 
Total 15 (13.4%) 20 (17.9%) 19 (17.0%) 9 (8.0%) 5 (4.5%) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 4 (5.6%) 15 (21.1%) 14 (19.7%) 4 (5.6%) 3 (4.2%) 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th 
11 (26.8%) 5 (12.2%) 5 (12.2%) 5 (12.2%) 2 (4.8%) 
Broke my things 
Total 44 (39.3%) 16 (14.3%) 3 (2.7%) 1 (.9%) 3 (2.7%) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 24 (58.5%) 9 (12.6%) 2 (2/8%) 1 (1.4%) 3 (4.2%) 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th 
20 (48.8%) 7 (17%) 1 (2.4%) 0 0 
Attacked me 
Total 42 (37.5%) 12 (10.7%) 10 (8.9%) 0 4 (3.6%) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 22 (30.9%) 6 (8.5%) 8 (11.3%) 0 4 (5.6%) 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th 
20 (48.8%) 6 (14.6%) 2 (4.9%) 0 0 
Nobody would talk to me 
Total 30 (26.8%) 18 (16.1%) 10 (8.9%) 6 (5.4%) 4 (3.6%) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 15 (21.1%) 10 (14.1%) 9 (12.9%) 3 (4.2%) 3 (4.2%) 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th 
15 (36.6%) 8 (19.5%) 1 (2.4%) 3 (7.3%) 1 (2.4%) 
Wrote bad things about me 
Total 42 (37.5%) 5 (4.5%) 10 (8.9%) 8 (7.1%) 3 (2.7%) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 28 (39.4%) 2 (2.8%) 5 (7%) 3 (4.2%) 2 (2.8%) 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th 
14 (34%) 3 (7.3%) 5 (12.2%) 5 (12.2%) 1 (2.4%)  
Said mean things behind my back 
Total 16 (14.3%) 13 (11.6%) 12 (10.7%) 11 (9.8%) 16 (14.3%) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 9 (12.9%) 8 (11.3%) 9 (12.9%) 4 (5.6%) 10 (14.1%) 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th
 7 (17%) 5 (12.2%) 3 (7.3%) 7 (17%) 6 (14.6%) 
Pushed or shoved me 
Total 21 (18.8%) 22 (19.6%) 13 (11.6%) 4 (3.6%) 8 (7.1%) 
2
nd
, 3
rd
, 4
th
 10 (14.1%) 11 (15.5%) 8 (11.3%) 3 (4.2%) 8 (11.3%) 
 
 
 
 
1
4
5
 
Note. 
** 
p = .001; 
* 
p = .003, = .05. 
 
 
 
Table 15 
Differences in Identification Accuracy among Adapted Cartoon Task Subscales 
 
 
 
Aggression with Power Imbalance 
Only 
Aggression with Repetition Only 
 
Non-Aggression 
 
 
 
Mean Difference 
 
Standard Error 
 
Mean Difference 
 
Standard Error 
 
Mean Difference 
 
Standard Error 
Bullying  
 
.768
**
 .029 .89
**
 .023 .054
*
 .018 
Aggression with 
Power Imbalance  
Only  
 
-- -- .12
**
 .023 -.714
**
 .030 
Aggression with  
Repetition Only 
 
-- -- -- -- -.836
**
 .026 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6
th
, 7
th
, 8
th
 11 (26.8%) 11 (26.8%) 5 (12.2%) 1 (2.4%) 0 
 
 
 
 
1
4
6
 
Note. 
=
 
* 
p = .013,  = .05. 
 
Table 16 
Experiences Being Bullied and Identification Accuracy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 17 
Correlations Among Accurate Identification and Involvement in Bullying 
 
 Bullying 
Aggression with Power 
Imbalance Only 
Aggression with 
Repetition Only 
 
Non- 
Aggression 
 
 
Frequency Being Bullied 
 
-.008 -.236* -.088 -.069 
Victim Status .033 -.149 -.098 -.031 
Have you been Bullied this School Year? 
(N = 112) 
Mean Identification 
Accuracy  
SD 
No (44)  54.5% 
 
.1 
 
Yes (68) 51.7% 
 
.08 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework for Distinguishing Aggression and Bullying 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix A 
Smith et al.’s (2002) original cartoons. 
Function of Aggression: 
Was it provoked? 
Direct Aggression  
 Physical 
 Verbal 
 Relational 
 
Indirect Aggression  
 Physical 
 Verbal 
 Relational 
 
Proactiv
e 
Reactive 
Bullying 
 
Is there a power 
imbalance? 
 
Did it occur 
repeatedly? 
   
Yes 
 
Yes 
 
No 
No 
Yes 
 
No 
 
Form of Aggression: 
Did the perpetrator and the victim interact face-to-face? 
Yes 
 
No 
 
Is it bullying? Aggression/Not Bullying 
Figure 1. Based on: Card et al. (2008); Coie et al. (1991); Crick and Dodge (1996); Dodge and Coie 
(1987); Griffin and Gross (2004;) Hartup (2005); Hunter et al. (2007); Little et al. (2003); Pepler et al. 
(2008); Poulin and Boivin (2000); Vitaro and Brendgen (2005). 
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Appendix A (continued)  
Smith et al.’s (2002) Original Cartoons  
 
.  
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Appendix B 
Smith et al.’s (2002) Original 25 Cartoon Captions (male version). 
1. Mike and John don’t like each other and start to fight. 
2. Bill starts a fight with Joey. 
3. Martin starts to fight with Akhtar who is smaller. 
4. Sean starts a fight with Ron because he said Sean was stupid. 
5. Chris starts a fight with Damien every break time. 
6. David tells Scott that, if he doesn’t give him money, he will hit him. 
7. Nick and his friends start to fight Terry. 
8. Nigel borrows Duncan’s ruler and accidentally breaks it. 
9. Harry takes Jan’s ruler and breaks it. 
10. Jim forgot his pen so Kirk lends him one of his. 
11. Kurt says nasty things to Ben. 
12. Charles says nasty things to Marcus every week. 
13. Stuart says nasty things to Jeff about the color of his skin (alternate caption if color of 
skin is not an important factor in culture: Stuart says nasty things to Jeff about his talking 
in a different way). 
14. Joshua has a bad leg and must use a stick to walk, Carl says nasty things to him about it. 
15. George says nasty things to Derek about his sexual orientation. 
16. Ken makes fun of Graham’s hair, they both laugh. 
17. Anthony makes fun of Stan’s hair, Stan is upset. 
18. Mick asks Richard if he would like to play. 
19. Matt won’t let Lenny play today. 
20. Sebastian never lets Rob play. 
21. Henry and his friends won’t let Ray play with them. 
22. The boys won’t let Mark skip with them because he’s a boy. 
23. The boys won’t let Karen play football because she’s a girl. 
24. Gerry tells everyone not to talk to Guy. 
25. Bill spreads nasty rumors about Alan. 
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Appendix C 
 
Modified Cartoon Captions used in this Dissertation. 
 
Bullying 
Physical Bullying 
Tiffany starts a fight with Wendy, who is smaller. This 
happens everyday. 
Physical Bullying 
Mary starts a fight with Linda, who is smaller. This 
happens everyday. 
Verbal Bullying 
Danielle says mean things to Janet everyday. Danielle is 
more popular than Janet. 
Verbal Bullying 
Ann says mean things to Debbie every week. Debbie is 
younger. 
Relational Bullying Natalie and all of her friends never let Jean play.  
Relational Bullying The other students never let Karen play soccer.  
 
 
Power Imbalance Only 
Verbal Aggression  Today, Kim said mean things to Victoria, who is smaller. 
Physical Aggression 
One time, Samantha starts a fight with Fatima, because 
Fatima said Samantha is stupid. Fatima has fewer friends 
than Samantha.  
Physical Aggression One day, Sally and her friends start to fight with Kirsty. 
Verbal Aggression 
Helen and Jo don’t like each other and one time they 
started to argue. Jo is older than Helen. 
Relational Aggression 
One time, Jenny and her friends wouldn’t let Claire play 
with them. 
Relational Aggression Today, Keely told everyone not to talk to Anna. 
 
 
Repetition Only 
Physical Aggression Hilary starts a fight with Rosalind every break time. 
Physical Aggression 
Sara tells Allison that if she doesn’t give her money, she 
will hit her. This happens every lunch time. 
Verbal Aggression 
Elaine makes fun of Sue’s hair. Sue gets upset. This 
happens everyday. 
Verbal aggression Julia says mean things to Lisa everyday. 
Relational Aggression 
Fran and Melanie are friends. Fran and Melanie tell their 
friends mean stories about each other everyday. 
Relational Aggression Kimmy never lets Bella play. 
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Appendix C (continued) 
 
Modified Cartoon Captions used in this Dissertation. 
 
 
Not Aggression 
Teasing  Rosie makes fun of Mandy’s hair. They both laugh. 
Pro-social Emma asks Heidi if she would like to play. 
Unintentional aggression Lisa borrows Helena’s ruler and accidentally breaks it. 
Pro-social May forgot her pen so June lends her one of hers. 
 
